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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to explore students’ perceived value of their community college
experience and its relationship to other factors often related to student persistence in college,
namely satisfaction, academic quality, service quality, and engagement. The research was guided
by three focused questions: How do students describe and define perceived value of community
college; what components emerge from exploratory factor analysis of items designed to measure
perceived value; and how, if at all, is a student’s perception of the value of a community college
experience different from related measures such as satisfaction, engagement, or quality? Data
were collected from students enrolled at, primarily, three Massachusetts community colleges,
employing a three-phased, mixed methods exploratory sequential approach. Phase 1 consisted of
focus group interviews with students from one of the participating colleges to identify the themes
and language for developing the perceived value construct. Phase 2 consisted of an online survey
targeting currently enrolled community college students. Factor analysis identified key
components of the perceived value scale and multiple regression analysis determined the
relationship between perceived value and other control variables. Phase 3 consisted of a virtual
post survey focus group with voluntary survey participants from Massachusetts community
colleges to discuss and clarify the quantitative results and narrative survey responses. The
dominant theme emerging from the findings was that students described perceived value as “I am
valued” by the college. Results also indicated that the perceived value construct was different
from other measures and suggested promising ways for further exploring and measuring student
persistence. As a result of the study’s findings, a conceptual framework in the form of a
Perceived Value Wheel was proposed with recommendations to community college leaders and
practical contribution to higher education leadership and change. This dissertation is available in
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open access at AURA: Antioch University Repository and Archive, http://aura.antioch.edu/ and
Ohiolink ETD Center, https://etd.ohiolink.edu/
Keywords: Perceived Value, Service Quality, Academic Quality, Satisfaction, Student
Engagement, Involvement, Student Experience, Higher Education, Two Year Colleges,
Community College, Community College Students, Massachusetts, Mixed Methods, Regression,
Factor Analysis, Persistence, Retention
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Chapter I: Introduction
Today’s college environment is a highly turbulent one with trends marking a decline in
student population and increasing budgetary constraints (Alves, 2010; Cheslock & Gianneschi,
2008; Kiley, 2013). Quality assessment, accountability, and the value of a college education have
become the modern day’s debatable topics of interest, as the system of higher education is a
complicated one to understand, unattainable for some, and difficult to accomplish for certain
members of our society. For the colleges, themselves, appropriate measures of quality and
marketing appeal within a competitive environment, challenges their very existence.
Being able to assess the value of college from students’ perspectives and having a better
understanding of what matters most to them from the college experience, are important
considerations for higher education institutions to successfully position themselves in the 21st
century. Certainly, these considerations are needed for all of higher education, but especially for
community colleges where the challenges are compounded by the vast diversity among the
student population and by the many personal and financial barriers they typically face when
trying to persist toward program completion or degree attainment (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; K. A.
Kim, Sax, Lee, & Hagedorn, 2010). Community college students are more likely to work while
in college than students in other sectors (American Council on Education, 2006). Their needs and
wants differ from the traditional profile of the student who attends a four-year institution, lives
on campus, and focuses primarily on studies and engaging with the college community.
Historically, what once was a rather small set of institutions of higher learning,
community colleges have blossomed over the years into a system responsible for educating
almost half of all undergraduate students in the country (American Association of Community
Colleges, 2014: Bailey & Morest, 2006; Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Unfortunately, only a small
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percentage of these students are able to persist through their studies or continue on to complete a
degree of any kind (American Association of Community Colleges, 2014). Particularly in
Massachusetts with its many higher education opportunities across private and public
institutions, the pain has been felt among the community colleges with their diminished state
budgets and lagging enrollment and retention outcomes. This trend has serious implications for
the economy and for individuals.
Complicating matters further, the value proposition marketed to students varies from
institution to institution and the message of promise and accountability is not clear.
Subsequently, many students lose their way if not provided with appropriate guidance when they
need it most. Particularly for community colleges, advisement and access to resources that meet
the needs of this very diverse student population can often make or break the ability to persist
toward college goals and can impact their value perception of the college experience.
These changing and challenging times substantiate the need for colleges to reevaluate the
way in which they approach, both academic quality assurance (Gaston, 2014) and institutional
effectiveness, by considering the ways in which they are “more responsive to institutional and
public needs” (Gaston, 2014, p. 3), and delivering on its educational promise to students (New
England Association of Schools and Colleges, 2016). As enrollment numbers continue to drop
off, colleges are faced with having to re-evaluate the academic and co-curricular experiences of
students and find effective ways to market quality programs. Marketing programs and services
requires colleges to, first, learn more about their students’ value perceptions and expectations of
the overall college experience they receive (Bailey, Jaggers, & Jenkins, 2015). Although a
number of well-established student satisfaction assessments exist—for example, the National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), Community College Survey of Student Engagement
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(CESSE), the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), and the Noel-Levitz Student
Satisfaction Inventory (SSI)—determining students’ perceptions of quality and value of their
college experience may be interpreted differently depending on how value perception is
evaluated, defined, and for what purpose.
Despite much recent literature on the topic of value, the concept of value has not been
clearly defined in research and, in fact, has become one of the most overused and misused
concepts in both the social sciences and management literature (Khalifa, 2004). While much has
been written about defining value as a means of institutional differentiation and value is related
to maintaining a sustainable competitive edge in the higher education market (Christopher,
Payne, & Ballantyne, 1991; Heskett, Jones, Loveman, Sasser, & Schlesinger, 1994; Hill, 1995;
Sheth, Newman, & Gross, 1991a; Treacy & Wiersema, 1993; Woodruff, 1997), there is scant
research into students’ actual perceptions of value (Alves, 2010; LeBlanc & Nguyen, 1999).
There is no systematic way to measure perceptions of value as a feedback loop for higher
education to use for institutional improvement and educational effectiveness purposes. Eggert
and Ulaga (2002) further highlight that there is no clear understanding as to how perceived value
correlates with other institutional variables such as quality, satisfaction, and engagement.
Purpose and Significance of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore students’ concept of perceived value of their
community college experience, and its relationship to satisfaction, academic quality, service
quality, and engagement constructs. The study fills a gap in the existing scholarship and expands
research on quality and value in higher education. This exploratory research was designed to
propose a framework of students’ perceived value of college experience as a different kind of
quality issue, informed by student perceptions and expectations.
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The significance of the study is that little research exists on the perceived value construct
as an assessment measure in higher education and that understanding its relationship with
standard measures of persistence will allow leaders to effect change in areas most directly related
to retention and other institutional effectiveness measures. Implications of the study are
significant to higher education leaders, specifically to community college administrators, faculty,
staff, and policy makers, in the midst of rapid change.
The literature examined for this study probed existing assessments and metrics of value
perception in relationship to quality, satisfaction, engagement, and consumer behavior while
considering students as a primary constituent of the college experience. Specifically, this study
explored value from the student’s perspective, gathered from discussions with community
college students and by applying Astin’s (1984, 1993) student engagement theory, Tinto’s (1993)
retention model on student interaction and involvement and Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) theory
of reasoned action as major influencers in a student’s loyalty to an institution.
This research was influenced by my role as a researcher, community college
administrator, and marketing practitioner. I reviewed literature to identify any scholarship related
to students’ perceived value as a factor considered in college assessment measures and to
determine what mattered most to students from their college experience. I also researched the
literature for assessment strategies that currently existed in measuring value from the student
perspective. I further reviewed marketing theory in consideration of how it could be used to
support a concept of value perception and greater student satisfaction of the college experience.
With the multitude of services that are provided to students while attending college, I also
investigated service quality assessments such as SERVQUAL, SERVPERF, and HedPERF
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(Cronin & Taylor, 1994; Cuthbert, 1996; Firdaus, 2005, 2006) to determine their uses and
effectiveness in higher education.
The methodological approach is described in full in Chapter III and is briefly outlined
here. First, the study obtained information gained from a focus group session with community
college students regarding their interpretation of the perceived value of community college and
what factors mattered most to them in the overall assessment of their college experiences. This
information was used to identify themes and language to develop a perceived value construct and
a survey instrument that included qualitative and quantitative questions. The survey also
included as standard assessments proxy measures for student satisfaction, perception of academic
and service quality, and engagement.
Next, the survey was disseminated to select students of the participating community
colleges to gather data for quantitative analysis and to determine the relationship, if any, between
perceived value and other standard assessment constructs. The student sample consisted of
students currently enrolled in a degree or certificate program at a community college. The
quantitative portion of the survey determined the degree to which participants agreed or
disagreed with various statements related to the perceived value of their college experiences and
its relationship to the other standard assessment constructs identified. Following the survey, a
virtual focus group discussion among a group of survey participants was convened to clarify the
quantitative results.
Researcher Role
My goal as the researcher in this study was to discover what mattered most to students as
they considered the value of their community college experience. This was accomplished by
listening to the students and by investigating existing theories and assessment practices. I
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proposed that perceived value was a different kind of quality issue beyond current measures of
satisfaction and institutional effectiveness. My interest in creating a conceptual model built on
students’ value perception of their college experience was informed by my own college-going
experience paired with more than 20 years as a community college administrator, marketing
professional, and consumer behavior practitioner.
With a profound curiosity and deep interest in understanding the role of perceived value
in higher education, I theorized that if higher education began to view value from the student’s
perspective, then real transformation in thinking about quality and assessment could be
imaginable. My marketing lens comes from a customer-oriented one that understands the power
of value proposition as the basis for the exchange of a product or service and a proposed return
on an investment.
As a college administrator, I also realize the uniqueness of the educational environment
from that of other business sectors with its emphasis on shared governance and practices steeped
in tradition. Nonetheless, higher education is a service organization (Cave, Hannery, Henkel, &
Forgan, 1997); colleges are service providers in the exchange of knowledge with students as the
primary constituent in the learning environment. With this in mind, the way in which colleges
assess quality and value, and from whose perspective, is important. As competitive funding
models are progressively becoming the norm across higher education and institutions are subject
to the same kind of consumerist pressures typical of a highly marketed environment, I argue that
the perceived value of college from the student’s perspective is, therefore, germane to the
sustainability and future of any college. As the researcher in this study, I intended to use my
skills and experiences as a scholar-practitioner to explore this construct thoroughly and to
determine its relevance and use within a new framework for assessing quality and the value of
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college from a different perspective than ordinarily viewed in current higher education
assessments.
Research Question and Rationale
The research question throughout this study was: What is community college students’
definition of perceived value and how, if at all, is a measure of students’ perception of value
different from related standard assessment measures, such as quality, satisfaction, or
engagement? The rationale for researching this question was the need for a more comprehensive
understanding of the factors that influence individual and institutional success in higher
education. The importance of this study to my profession was in better understanding students’
perceived value of college and its relationship with other related measures that would contribute
positively to the scholarly research of value and quality assessments. I felt strongly that this work
would allow for theoretical and practical considerations that might influence the way in which
higher education evaluates various measures of quality in the future.
The threats imposed on higher education today cannot be overstated. More than ever,
students’ perspectives, as key constituents of the college experience, impact the viability of
educational institutions. This research was significant as there was little current scholarship that
either defined or explored perceived value in higher education’s quality assurance or assessment
model, or as a factor that might impact student persistence. Student perceptions have historically
been assessed in measures of their experiences, engagement levels, and satisfaction as indicated
by the Noel-Levitz SSI and NSSE instruments.
Over the past few decades, however, there has been growing interest in the value
construct between both marketing researchers and practitioners across varied service industries
and disciplines (Eggert & Ulaga, 2002; Gale, 1994; Jesun Lin, Hsiao, Glen, Pai, & Zeng, 2014;
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Sinha & DeSarbo, 1998). Although far from being a new construct to the marketing discipline
with its linkage to the voluntary market exchange theory that “takes place when all parties
involved expect to be better off after the exchange,” (Eggert & Ulaga, 2002, p. 107) perceived
value has not been studied extensively as a main construct (Sinha & DeSarbo, 1998), particularly
in higher education.
The epistemological approach for framing this study and its findings was built on the
knowledge gained through prior learning achievements focused on institutional accountability,
student engagement and success, and quality assessments. Additional research reviews guided
the focus on specific topic areas to add depth to the body of work including the consumer
behavior influence on value perception, value proposition of community colleges, and service
delivery. Finally, a detailed review of Astin’s (1999) engagement and involvement theory,
Tinto’s (1975) retention model, Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) theory of reasoned action model in
consumer behavior, as well as other models aided in gaining greater insight as to their
contribution to the theoretical analysis and development of a new framework for assessing
college value from students’ perspective. IRB approval was obtained for the protection of
students and institutions participating in the study. The following section provides definitions of
terms used in this study.
Definition of Key Terms
Community college: A community college is a public, two-year higher education institution
in the United States that offers a variety of educational programs and services for their students
and the people within the community it serves. Typical educational programs include associate
degrees, certificates, transfer to four-year colleges and universities, workforce development
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training opportunities, and life long learning courses. Service opportunities may also include
civic engagement and community service.
Student success: An outcome measured indirectly by students’ goals and institutional
commitment and their academic and social integration because these have been shown to be
associated with persistence and other positive educational outcomes (Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005).
Student persistence: A student’s continual pursuit of a degree or certificate program that
leads toward the completion of the goal.
Satisfaction: Satisfaction consists of levels of satisfaction with a product or service,
purchase decision experience, performance attribute, consumption-use experience, and with a
pre-purchasing experience (Yin, 1991).
Value proposition: A promise of value to be delivered, communicated, and acknowledged.
It is a statement of the benefits, both tangible and intangible, to be provided along with the costs
associated with the experiences of value creating benefits (Buttle, 2009; Lanning, 1998).
Engagement or involvement: An involved or engaged student is “one who devotes
considerable energy to academics, spends much time on campus, participates actively in student
organizations and activities, and interacts often with faculty” (Astin, 1993).
Institutional accountability: More than just about graduation rates, institutional
accountability is the college’s acknowledgement of responsibility for actions, programs and
services, decisions, and policies including the administration, governance, and delivery of the
quality and value promised.
Institutional effectiveness: The degree to which an institution is meeting or impacting its
mission and established goals based on the measurement outcomes.
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Assessment: A systematic process of gathering and interpreting information to learn how well
a unit is performing, and using that information to make modifications to improve performance.
Quality: Quality has been defined in a number of ways such as a readiness for use (Juran,
1982), as value-added (Shannon, 1997), and as a constant and never-ending process of
improvement (Foster, 2001). In this study, quality is discussed in terms of academic quality,
non-academic service quality, and quality assurance:
• Academic quality: Describes how well learning opportunities help students to achieve
their academic goals. It is about the appropriate and effective teaching, support,
assessment and learning opportunities that are provided.
• Non-academic service quality: Describes how well a delivered service conforms to a
student’s expectations:
• Quality assurance: A process that ensures academic standards are maintained and
improved through accountability, control, accreditation, and assessment (Blanco-Ramirez
& Berger, 2014; Ewell, 2015).
Value: A cognitive-affective evaluation of an exchange relationship (Sánchez-Fernández &
Iniesta-Bonilla, 2006) often representing a trade-off or give-and-take of what is received to what
is given (Zeithaml, 1988).
Student perceived value: Value that is based on the student’s perception.
Co-Curricular: The term co-curricular refers to “activities, programs, and learning
experiences that complement, in some way, what students are learning in school—that is,
experiences that are connected to or mirror the academic curriculum” (Co-Curricular, n.d.).
Scope, Methodology, and Design of the Study
The overarching question that defined this study and drove the subsequent literature
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search drew from four broad areas of research: students’ perceptions and expectations of college,
the college experience, current quality assessments in higher education, and related constructs of
marketing theory (Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1. Venn diagram of topics of interest.
Within these topic areas, I chose to research literature from the United States as well as
literature studies from other countries. Considering the global aspects of higher education and
how technology is blurring the borders of traditional brick and mortar schools, limiting the
literature analysis to only the United States would have poorly reflected the increasing diversity
among today’s student population. To allow for more depth examination of the value topic,
subsequent inquiry explored:
•

How do colleges traditionally measure quality and value?

•

What matters most to students when determining the value of college?

•

What are students’ expectations from the college experience?

•

How can theories in education, marketing, and consumer behavior contribute to the
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development of a conceptual framework for assessing college value from students’
perspective?
•

How can findings from this study support colleges in their institutional planning,
quality assessment, and decision-making practices?

While searching the identified topics, I also drew from the literature related to student
engagement as a secondary topic. This reasoning stemmed from the learning I gained from an
earlier critical review of research on the subject of student engagement in higher education. This
review also uncovered a rigorous body of literature that had established a robust correlation
between student involvement and positive student success outcomes relative to satisfaction,
persistence, academic achievement, and social engagement (Astin, 1984, 1993; Berger & Milem,
1999; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Goodsell, Maher, & Tinto, 1992; Kuh, 1993, 1995, 2001a,
2005a, 2005b; Kuh & Vesper, 1997; Pace, 1995; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).
Additionally, I included readings related to the creation of a conceptual framework to guide my
own learning and development of a model for assessing value.
The methodology for this study was an exploratory sequential approach to the research
process. In choosing a mixed methods approach, the research questions led the study design,
participation selection, techniques for data collection, and analyses. The levels of design
included the researcher’s worldview, theoretical lens, and the data collection approach. The
research design followed a three-phased approach representing, in the language of mixed
methods, a qual -> QUAN-> qual study design. The study began with qualitative research focus
group interviews, including analyzing the data for themes and specific language that described
the perceived value construct and the participants’ community college experiences. This was
followed by quantitative research via a survey that gathered data and analyzed the relationship
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between perceived value and the typical standard assessment variables. Lastly, a qualitative
focus group discussion with a selected group of survey participants was convened as a method to
clarify responses to the survey and any ambiguity of the data.
The scope of the research was narrowed by gathering data primarily from three
community colleges within Massachusetts. The research participants were targeted by their
respective colleges as continuing students currently enrolled in a degree or certificate program at
the community college and/or they were community college students who had persisted in their
studies from the 2017 spring semester to the consecutive summer and/or fall semesters with at
least three credits or more from the same college.
Overview of the Dissertation Chapters
The literature review in Chapter II presents a comprehensive discussion of the concept of
perceived value and its relationship with other factors in determining the value of college from
the student perspective as a different way of looking at quality assessment in higher education.
The foundational literature describes perceived value, quality, satisfaction, and student
engagement and discusses educational and behavior theories that support a conceptual framework
for assessment based on Astin’s (1984, 1993) student engagement theory, Tinto’s (1993) retention
model on student interaction and involvement, and Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) theory of reasoned
action as major influencers in a student’s loyalty to an institution and, thus, their behavioral
intentions to persist or not through college. Finally, Chapter II presents what thoughts and concepts
have been published related to students’ value perception and quality assessments in higher
education, revealing the gaps in the literature.
Chapter III delineates the mixed methods strategy for the research. An introduction to the
concept of mixed methods is provided and substantiates the purpose for choosing the combined
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qualitative and quantitative approaches. Data collection methods and techniques are discussed
along with pertinent details and ideas for the interview protocol and survey design. An overview of
the reliability and validity of the methods and processes is also included as a description of the
sample participant population and any other demographic information. The Antioch University
IRB approval process is also described in Chapter III as well.
Chapter IV presents qualitative and quantitative findings for each of the research questions.
Statistical analysis and thematic categorization from the research are presented in detail. All
patterns, relationships, and themes are described as findings and supported by the data. Thematic
analysis was used for coding narrative data collected during the focus group sessions. Open-ended
questions included in the survey were thematically coded using SurveyMonkey text analysis.
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and reliability analysis were run to identify the perceived
value scale. Bivariate correlations and multiple regression analysis identified the extent to which
the standards assessment measures as the independent variables related to one another and
influenced perceived value as the dependent variable. Evidence is presented in tables and
appendices as appropriate.
Chapter V summarizes the study with a discussion of the findings of Chapter IV and links
these with the literature review in Chapter II. This concluding chapter identifies the strengths and
limitations of the study, recommendations and suggestions for future research, as well as my own
reflections as the researcher. It also outlines the implications for scholarship and practical use for
leadership and change in higher education.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to orient the reader to foundational research that
focuses on the relationship of perceived value to other related but distinct variables to support a
conceptual framework using students’ perceptions and expectations as key components in the
value assessment. The literature review consists of four major areas relative to topics in value
perception and student expectations, quality assessments, marketing theory, and the college
experience.
Value Perception and Problems with Defining Value
According to Zeithaml (1988), value is the evaluation of a product or service based on the
consumer’s perception of what is received and what is given. From this position, value represents
a trade-off or give-and-take between the components of what is perceived in exchange for what
is received. However, other authors suggest that this conceptualization of value represents a
narrow approach to the concept and argue that perceived value is a multi-dimensional construct
in which a variety of variables are imbedded (Babin, Darden, & Griffin, 1994; Holbrook, 1994,
1999; Mathwick, Malhotra, & Rigdon, 2001, 2002; Sinha & DeSarbo, 1998; Sweeney & Soutar,
2001).
Emerging as a business issue of the 1990s, the concept of a perceived value has generated
great interest among marketing researchers in both industry and academia on the phenomenon of
value creation (Sánchez-Fernández & Iniesta-Bonilo, 2008). Woodruff (1997) postulated:
“Customer value is a customer’s perceived preference for and evaluation of those product
attributes, attributing performances, and consequences arising from use that facilitate (or block)
achieving customer’s goals and purposes in usage situations” (p. 142). In higher education,
Hermanwan (2001), LeBlanc and Nguyen (1999), and Ledden, Kalafatis, and Samouel (2007)
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suggested that the value perceived by a student is the overall evaluation made of the usefulness
of the service based upon the perception of that which is received and that given. This value
definition aligns with a means-end type model and a theory (Gutman, 1982) that connects
consumers’ values with their behaviors and posits that the decision-making processes regarding
consumption are influenced by linkages among product attributes, the perceived consequences of
consumption, and the personal values of consumers.
However, an even wider ranging value definition is presented by Sánchez-Fernández and
Iniesta-Bonilla (2006) who posit:
Consumer value is a cognitive-affective evaluation of an exchange relationship carried
out by a persona [character of someone perceived by others] at a stage of the process of
purchase decision, characterized by a string of tangible and/or intangible elements which
determine, and are also capable of, a comparative judgment condition by the time, place,
and circumstances of the evaluation. (p. 53)
Challenging this rational model of choice, Kahneman (2011) argues that human beings
are intuitive thinkers and intuition is imperfect, resulting in judgments and choices often deviant
from predictions of normative statistical and economic models. Relative to higher education,
student expectations are influenced by a variety of psychological and cognitive factors such as
positive orientation to college, motivation, ability, and student aspirations (T. E. Miller, Kuh, &
Paine, 2006). Thus, it is conceivable to presume that students, as key recipients of the college
experience, may undergo comparable consumer decision-making processes when evaluating
which college to attend and whether or not the experience is worth it.
Taking this point further, and challenging the assumption that a single model is the only
option, Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo (2008) presented a comprehensive overview of
the literature that reveals two main research approaches to the operationalization of perceived
value: the uni-dimensional construct and the multi-dimensional one. According to
Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo, the uni-dimensional construct is regarded with a
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utilitarian perspective, whereby economic and cognitive reasoning is used to assess the relevant
benefits and costs, and value is defined in terms of quality-price relationship or with a means-end
theory (Gutman, 1982) that connects consumers’ values with their behavior. Conversely, the
multi-dimensional approach, which has few research studies, presents a number of other models.
One model using the multi-dimensional approach is the customer value hierarchy model,
which takes into consideration levels of attributes, consequences, and desired end-states
(Woodruff & Gardial, 1996). Another model, the utilitarian and hedonic value, spans across
dimensions of the consumption experience (Babin et al., 1994). The axiology or value theory
refers to the intrinsic, extrinsic, and system value (Hartman, 1967, 1973) whereas the
consumption-value theory (Sheth et al., 1991a, 1991b) claims consumer choice is based on
functional, social, emotional, epistemic, and conditional value. Finally, Holbrook (1994, 1996,
1999) proposed a typology of consumer value based on three dichotomies: extrinsic versus
intrinsic; self-oriented versus other-oriented; and active versus reactive.
These examples of the multi-dimensional approach represent a more complex
understanding of perceived value as compared to the one-dimensional perspective. To better
visualize the distinct attributes of the two methods to perceived value, Sánchez-Fernández and
Iniesta-Bonila (2008) have made a detailed comparison of the uni-dimensional and multidimensional approaches as follows (see their Table 4, p. 442):
•

Uni-dimensional approaches are rooted in economic theory and cognitive psychology
while multi-dimensional approaches come from consumer-behavior psychology;

•

Uni-dimensional work is based on utilitarian and economic conceptions while
multi-dimensional studies come from a behavioral conception;
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•

Uni-dimensional studies stress simplicity while multi-dimensional studies embrace
richness and complexity;

•

Uni-dimensional work comprises knowledge of how value is evaluated; multidimensional approaches provide specific direction on how to improve value;

•

There is lack of agreement regarding the antecedents of value in uni-dimensional
approaches while multi-dimensional ones lack agreement on the components of
value;

•

Uni-dimensional work face confusion about the relationship among antecedents while
for multi-dimensional approaches, the confusion is more about the relationship
among components;

•

In uni-dimensional approaches value is directly observed while in multi-dimensional
work value is observed through its components;

•

Uni-dimensional approaches are widely embraced in the literature while multidimensional ones are far less so.

Acknowledging the nature of its complexity, value terminology is derived through
variations of synonyms used to reflect value such as judgment value, consumption value,
relationship value, consumer value, and perceived value to name a few (Sánchez-Fernández &
Iniesta-Bonilla, 2006). Although the value may be revealed in a number of forms, there is
agreement across the management literature that perceived value is based upon a comparison
between benefits and sacrifices (Cronin, Brady & Hult, 2000; Hermanwan, 2001; Ledden et al.,
2007; C. Lin, Cher, & Shih, 2005; McDougall & Levesque, 2000; Zeithaml, 1988) from the
perspective of the value perceived by the client (Payne & Holt, 2001) and from the perspective
of the organization’s value to its stakeholders (Woodruff, 1997).
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Given the characteristics of higher education services, in particular the importance of
involvement and interaction for student success (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek,
2006), it seems important for colleges to measure value perceived by the student through
mechanisms that are multi-dimensional in nature and take into consideration the student’s
perception of the benefits in attending college compared to the detriments. First, however,
colleges need to know what matters most to their students and then understand the relationship
between that information and the perception of value that is beyond the institutional lens and
includes the student’s perception in terms of institutional accountability and the effectiveness in
delivering on the multi-levels of the college value proposition.
Relationship between Perceived Value and Other Variables
To gain greater knowledge about students’ value perceptions depends on what is being
considered in the assessment measures. More often than not, the value of higher education is
associated with the measurement of teaching and learning quality (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Ewell,
1997; Kuh, 2001a; Pascarella, 2001). However, a broader perspective of student’s overall college
experiences maybe another kind of quality issue that is influencing the perception of higher
education value. Alves (2010) asserts that the relationship between students’ perceived value
depends on their age, gender, and experiences; and although there is a growing body of research
on value, there is still no clear understanding how the value perceived relates with other variables
(Eggert & Ulaga, 2002). As colleges continue to face pressure from their stakeholders to improve
value in its activities and its business models (Soares, Steele, & Wayt, 2016), it is becoming
increasingly important for studies to draw upon the relationship between value and other
variables such as quality, satisfaction, commitment, loyalty (Sánchez-Fernández &
Iniesta-Bonilla, 2006; Thomas, 2011), and theoretical perspectives relative to student
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engagement that influence student success (Astin, 1984, 1985; Bean, 1983; Braxton, 2003; Kuh,
2005b; Kuh, Gonyea, & Williams, 2005; Kuh et al., 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 1995;
Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993).
Some literature found in the service industry (Akbar & Parvez, 2009; Andreassen &
Lindestead, 1998; Hellier Geursen, Carr, & Rickard, 2003; Wen, Lawrence, & Cheng, 2005;
Yang & Peterson, 2004) identifies perceived value as a driver of consumer satisfaction.
Proportionately, Letcher and Neves (2010) assert that student satisfaction plays an important role
in the development of students’ skills and knowledge, and is a predictor to increasing students’
learning. From a quality measurement standpoint (Scott, 2011), the evaluation of student
learning outcomes is an indicator of institutional effectiveness (Astin et al., 1996; Hou, 2010).
Thus, research shows that student satisfaction is an important variable relative to perceived value
and are one of several indicators for both student learning development and quality measures for
institutional effectiveness (Astin et al., 1996; Hou, 2010; Letcher & Neves, 2010; Scott, 2011).
Management literature further expands on the vital role of customer satisfaction as a
quality and value indicator of excellence in that regardless of how satisfaction is measured:
satisfied customers will exhibit commitment and loyalty to an organization (W. G. Kim, Lee, &
Yoo, 2006), which is at the heart of all marketing activities (Machleit & Mantel, 2001) but is also
consistent with the research in higher education that is focused on student persistence and
retention (Bean, 1983; Tinto, 1993, 2003). Further, Karp (2011) posits that success as a process
expands beyond just academic talents and according to Tinto (1993), institutional and goal
commitment is determined by students’ dedication and whether students’ perceptions of benefits
of staying in college outweigh the costs.
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As a number of researchers have argued, if student learning is the true democratic
mission of American colleges and universities, than the desire to understand how students
perceive the value of their education is increasingly important (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Brown &
Mazzarol, 2009; LeBlanc & Nguyen, 1999). Other authors posit that what matters to students
and what motivates them to persist and remain loyal to an institution are critical factors in a
competitive global economy (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005). Allen and Seaman (2011)
further extend this argument noting students are the primary constituents of the college learning
and with the influence of technology the students of today have more choices than ever to decide
which educational environment meets their needs.
Concept and Definitions of Quality
Tam (2001) observed that quality is a highly disputed concept and has many meanings
related to how higher education is perceived. She suggested different models of measuring
quality that include the simple production model, which illustrates a direct relationship between
inputs and outputs; the value-added model, which measures the achievement by students before
and after they receive higher education; and the total quality experience approach, which aims to
capture the entire learning experience undergone by students during their years in colleges.
As part of an even larger concept, quality as a subset of value, is equally influenced by
the perception of what is considered of worth or importance (Golder, Mitra, & Moorman, 2012;
Holbrook, 1999; Sweeney & Soutar, 2001). Quality has been defined in a number of ways such
as a readiness for use (Juran, 1982), as value-added (Shannon, 1997), and as a constant and
never-ending improvement (Foster, 2001). According to Harvey and Newton (2007), quality is a
complex concept and more often than not remains undefined, as is the concept of value. The
management literature reports that quality and value are interchangeable terms, but such a
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determination has brought about confusion as the two constructs share certain common
characteristics such as reliability, serviceability, and maintainability that are associated with
products and services (Rust & Oliver, 1994; Shillito & De Marle, 1992; Zeithamal, 1988).
However, Shillito and De Marle (1992) asserted that value is mistakenly understood as a
property of commodities or services. They further argue that value is more than a “matter of
property [and is the] . . . primary force” (p. 3) governing behavior and human action.
In academia, the lack of consensus on definitions of quality and the multiplicity of
stakeholders involved in defining it have contributed to the many conflicting interpretations that
often serve a symbolic or political purpose (Berger & Milem, 2000; Harvey, 2007; Harvey &
Green, 1993; Wergin, 2005). Wergin (1998) posits that higher education maintains its public
accountability to quality and its usefulness to society in three ways:
•

governmental regulation to ensure compliancy;

•

the marketplace to maintain a competitive advantage; and

•

peer review that focuses on the work itself.

This is an argument asserted because of the rising cost of education for the middle class
over the past 15 years and the erosion of faculty academic freedom; both, of which are drivers of
quality assessment. Nonetheless, such assessment is influenced by the increase in quality
controls and competition as a result of technology challenging traditional education and low
student enrollments impacting institutional stability. Wergin (2003) further argues that attitude
complacency among many academics in higher education is no longer acceptable as the general
public seeks greater voice and transparency among tacit views of quality.
No matter how loosely defined, however, symbolically quality is a fashionable concept
within higher education (Stensaker, 2007) and quality management is described as a complex
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process by which colleges present themselves in the best possible light, according to their own
interpretation of quality ideals, whether or not the portrayal represents their day-to-day reality
(Barrow, 1999; Stensaker, 2007). A recent trend in higher education, however, includes the
notion of stakeholder-driven definitions of quality (Bobby, 2014; Harvey, 2005; Nicholson,
2011; Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2012; Tam, 2001). This newer definition
focuses on accountability to the public or a transformative learning experience to benefit students
and other key constituents of the college (Bogue, 1998; Harvey, 2005; Haworth & Conrad, 1997;
Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2007). Beyond measuring academic programs and
the learning that takes place in them, the student’s perception of transformative learning may be
greatly influenced by a broader view of the quality—the overall college experience.
From the position taken by Zeithamal (1988), a management scholar of consumer
perception, the value concept is distinct from that of quality in that value is more individual and
personal and involves an exchange between that which is given and that received. Conversely,
quality may be defined as the evaluation of a product or service and on the superiority or
excellence of the offerings (Alves, 2010). Hence, although value does include quality, it may
also include other considerations such as prestige, convenience, among others (Alves, 2010).
While some authors have noted the conceptual confusion that often exists between the terms,
value and quality (Oliver, 1999; Zeithaml, 1988), most of the extant literature agrees that value
and quality are distinct constructs (Bolton & Drew, 1991b; Day & Crask, 2000; Dodds &
Monroe, 1985; Monroe & Krishnan, 1985).
Zeithamel (1998) further argued that perceived quality could be defined as the
consumer’s judgment about an entity’s overall experience or superiority. Ismail and Abdullah
(2001) suggested that perceived quality is a general overall appraisal of service. Cronin and
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Taylor (1992) asserted that perceived quality should be conceptualized as similar to an attitude
approach in which the consumer decision-making process includes both direct and indirect
effects on behavioral intentions. Moreover, perceived quality is defined as the difference
between customer expectation and customer perception about service performance. If customer
perception is higher than customer expectation, the customer will have higher perceived quality,
and vice versa (Parasuraman, Zeithamel, & Barry, 1988/2002, 1994).
Extending this notion to higher education in an environment of globalization,
Blanco-Ramirez and Berger (2014) postulate that the notion of an international quest for quality
must be analyzed in context and in relation to other educational values such as access, relevance,
and investment. They argue that quality discussions in higher education are isolated from the
value perspective and are more aligned with discourse around traditional assessment strategies
such as accreditation and rankings. For the prospective college student, impact and measuring
the quality of the college experience may not necessarily be evident until the experience is
ended. Moreover, value decisions at this stage are based on whether or not to attend college,
where to go, and how to go (Astin, 1993).
From a service performance position, the determination of quality maybe based on
whether or not students’ expectations of the college experience are met or not (O’Neill &
Palmer, 2004). Additionally, Appleton-Knapp and Krentler (2006) suggest that along with
student learning, students’ satisfaction and the educational experience should be desired
outcomes as well. Whether assessing the quality of learning or the quality of service in higher
education, connecting the concept of quality to the measurement of it in terms of students’
perspective and expectations requires a more in depth understanding of the dimensions of
quality. This concept aligns with the Excellence in Assessment (EIA) Designation program that
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is supported by the National Institute for Learning Outcomes, (NILOA), Voluntary System of
Accountability (VSA), and the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU), and
recognizes institutions for their efforts in intentionally integrating campus-level learning
outcomes assessment that focuses on campus processes and use of assessment outcomes, rather
than on student performance, alone (Kinzie, Hinds, Jankowski, & Rhodes, 2017).
Dimensions of Quality
According to Biggs’(1993) 3P model, dimensions of educational quality are categorized
by presage, process, and product that make up a wide range of potential indicators. Presage
refers to the context before students start learning, while process refers to the approaches to
learning, and product signifies the desirable learning outcomes (Biggs, 1989). Gibbs (2010)
reports on international evidence that process is the most important quality factor for institutions
but acknowledges that all three Ps intersect. However, these dimensions of quality are in terms of
program context and are not necessarily from a more holistic and institutional perspective. Thus,
such quality controls that pertain to teaching and learning, alone, may only represent a portion of
the student experience and not necessarily the overall experience or a more comprehensive
interpretation of educational quality.
Conversely, the United States, Australia, United Kingdom, India, and South Africa also
consider student engagement as an important indicator of quality. The National Survey of
Student Engagement (2013) reports that student engagement is commonly studied as a predictor
of learning and personal development, and is measured in terms of student learning outcomes
and academic success. Yet, again, terms such as “engagement,” “academic success,” and
“quality” are elusive and do not necessarily represent a collective understanding or meaning in
higher education, nor do they reflect the diverse opinions of various stakeholders such as
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students who judge the value of education from their own vantage point. According to Kuh et al.
(2006), success indicators must be broadened so they pertain to different types of students and
include a wide range of performance measures.
With another perspective in higher education, Astin (1980) postulated five different
views of quality: mystical, reputational, resources, outcomes, and value-added. The mystical
view argues that the complexity and uncertainty that characterizes higher education is such that
quality cannot be defined or measured. The reputational view is based on an agreed upon notion
or consensus about the quality of a given institution. In other words, if it is presumed by many
that an institution is of high quality, then, the presumption must be truth. The resource view is
centered on the inputs or resources obtained from students, faculty, and facilities in order to
accomplish the institutional mission. The outcomes view follows a production metaphor, in
which quality is to be judged by the institution’s products such as its students, programs,
publications, sponsored funding. Lastly, the value-added perspective focuses on the ability of a
college to favorably affect its students or add to their knowledge and personal development
beyond a measured capacity. To some extent, this perspective regards the concept of economic
principles and proposes that quality should be assessed based on the benefits an institution
provides to its students individually. Institutions have different missions, however, and
comparing them using only product dimensions of quality that are the goals of only a subset of
the institutions leads to conclusions of doubtful value (Gibbs, 2010).
Astin (1980) further defended an alternate view of quality: “a continuing process of
critical self-examination that focuses on the institution’s contribution to the student’s intellectual
and personal development” (p. 8). As a more conditional model, a conceptual guide for
assessment activities in higher education is the input-environment-outcome (I-E-O) model that
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includes data on student inputs, student outcomes, and the educational environment to which the
student is exposed (Astin & Antonio, 2012). Further, Harvey and Green (1993) suggested
dimensions of quality perspectives that consider the excellence in inputs and outputs and the
fitness for purpose evaluated either through customer satisfaction, as defined by the institutional
mission, or from the perspective of quality as a value of money where quality is seen as a return
on investment. More than simply focusing on inputs and outputs, however, quality practices that
attend to the value an institution adds to student learning along with student-centered approaches
lead to quality endeavors (Blanco-Ramirez & Berger, 2014).
Finally, from a holistic viewpoint, Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2002, 2003) bring a
number of substantial contributions to the study of quality in higher education that offer
implications for understanding international quality practices. They present a model that
distinguishes the teaching-learning functions from the service functions of the higher education
institution (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2002) and argue that it is inadequate to simply apply
industry-based quality models, such as total quality management (TQM), across academic and
service departments of the university (Srikanthan & Dalrymple, 2003) with little appreciation for
their uniqueness.
Quality Performance and Measurement: Perennial Debates
Much like the debate between value and quality is the public debate on the topic of
attending college and its effect on quality of life as a private and public good. According to a
report produced by the College Board (Baum & Payea, 2005), college education can provide
opportunity for individuals and societies alike. The report also suggests, however, that it is
difficult to determine precisely how much variation in the identified patterns is directly attributed
to education and how much is the result of other factors.
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It has been argued among many within the private and public sectors, including scholars,
businesses, and government, that education is important in terms of economic and social
development. In the United States, former President Barack Obama set a goal “that by 2020,
America would once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world” (The
White House, n.d., para. 3). This goal reflects not only national interests but also the general
public across states and communities that include interests of employers, parents, and students as
well. Clearly, the expectation of quality outcomes and the determination of which outcomes
matter most (i.e., degree completion, transferable skills for the workforce, etc.) from higher
education, are drawing the attention of many watchful stakeholders.
Colleges have various forms of internal and external mechanisms for assuring quality, but
there is little evidence to demonstrate that the development of quality systems are in response to
serious quality problems in the sector (Trow, 1994) as with issues regarding how long it takes to
get a degree or drop out (Velez, 2014). Institutionally, quality assurance is traditionally examined
externally in the form of rankings and accreditation (Blanco-Ramirez & Berger, 2014; Morley,
2003). Although there may be consensus about best practices and about the methods and
standards embedded in accreditation, there is discord about models of quality in higher
education. In most countries around the world, educational accreditation for higher education is
directed by a government organization such as an agency of education. In the United States
however, accreditation is a decentralized quality assurance process that is independent of
government and performed by private membership associations of the Council for Higher
Education Accreditation, which are made up of peers. Silver (1993) claims, however, that peer
assessment in higher education is somewhat haphazard with no clear demonstration of common
standards.
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Theoretically, accreditation is an approach that has been institutionalized in the American
system with the intentions to ensure and improve quality education. It is not necessarily
embraced with consensus on its existing model however, as regional accrediting agencies and
various types of higher learning institutions respond in different ways, which result in varying
levels of evidence for their specific standards (Ewell, 2015). Furthermore, the current model does
not consider successful practices in other settings, the progressive changes in learning delivery
modalities, global and cultural influences, public interest with transparency, and increased
student involvement in the accreditation process (Ewell, 2015). According to a report that
examined the 2013 NILOA survey results by accreditation region, there is concern across
educational institutions that assessment efforts are driven more by preparation for a regional
accreditation visit than for the purpose of teaching and learning (Gannon-Slater, Ikenberry,
Jankowski, & Kuh, 2014).
Further, addressing this concern in a recent report to the US Secretary of Education, the
National Advisory Committee of Institutional Quality and Integrity (2015) outlined 13
recommendations for improvement, including the encouragement of “accreditation agencies
(both programmatic and institutional) to develop common definitions of accreditation actions
and terms procedures, timelines (i.e., electronic) including due process and substantive change”
(p. 6). Nonetheless, Gannon-Slater et al. (2014) argue that there are more similarities than
differences in assessment practices across accreditation regions and there are recent significant
gains with institutional capacity to measure student learning and institutional effectiveness.
Considering the various research contributions on quality performance and measurement
in higher education, the following are apparent:
•

Analysis of quality should not be disconnected from purpose and context.

30
•

Determining quality is political with a number of dimensions that include more than
just satisfaction and vary by accreditation rules and regulations.

•

For the assessment of quality to be meaningful, it needs to be relatable to the
educational experience.

Student Satisfaction
Student satisfaction is often used to assess educational quality, where the ability to
address strategic needs is of prime importance (Cheng, 1990). Kotler and Clarke (1987) defined
satisfaction as a condition felt by a person who has experienced a performance or an outcome
that fulfilled an expectation. Thus, satisfaction is a function relative to expectations and
manifests with the perception of performance. Expectations may begin before students even
enter the higher education environment, suggesting that it is important to determine what
students expect before entering the college (Palacio, Meneses, & Perez, 2002). Divergent from
this thought, Carey, Cambiano, and De Vore (2002) believe that satisfaction actually covers
issues of students’ perception and experiences during the college years. In terms of measuring
the quality of the college student experience and satisfaction, Pace (1984) conducted a four-year
study using 14 scales comprised of activities that reflect increasing levels of effort and potential
value. The study found that students who were most satisfied with college put the most effort
into it and got the most out of it.
Most studies of student satisfaction treat students as customers as in any business
analysis; researchers have had difficulty applying such ideas to measuring student satisfaction in
a way appropriate to the setting of higher education (Hom, 2002). Referring to students as
“customers” is not a popular choice of terminology in higher education, but given the changing
higher education marketplace and the insurgence of student consumerism, William (2002)
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argued that there is a new moral prerogative that students have become customers and therefore
can, as fee payers, reasonably demand that their views be heard and acted upon.
Consumerism, Student Choice, and Expectations
According to S. Miles (1998), most people attempt to define consumerism by connecting
the phenomenon to the consumption of goods and products. However, consumerism is much
more than simply purchasing goods. It is also the promotion of consumer need and interests,
which is understood by companies that spend large amounts of money marketing and convincing
people they need a new product (Consumerism, 2004; S. Miles, 1998). Determining the
consumer need goes well beyond Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, built on the basic
necessities of food, water, safety, and love. Moreover, need, in terms of consumerism, is of a
sociological interest, a cultural ethos, conceptualized from developmental and cultural sociology
(S. Miles, 1998; Sklair, 1995) As evident in today’s commercial media, need has come to be a
desire or cultural norm for extravagant and indulgent things such as lavish clothes, cars, and
jewelry as a way to distinguish one’s self image or worth. Furthermore, the speed at which needs
can be met continues to be influenced by the increased access to communication technology that
is responsive in real time. Such valued attributes are characteristic of a consumerist culture,
according to sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (2007).
A consumerist culture is one associated with the norms, beliefs, and values of a society
shaped by its consumers. In the case of higher education, students are the primary consumers of
education in that they make purchase and persistence decisions based on their perception of
value or need. S. Miles (1998) argued, “consumerism should not and cannot be morally
condemned, but must rather be considered in a systematic fashion as an arena within which
social lives are currently constructed” (p. 4). Subsequently, higher education must stay well
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informed of what students need and want; otherwise, the students, weighing decisions much like
consumers, may simply go elsewhere to have their needs, desires, and expectations met.
Mooney (2007) postulated that students choose a school based on various factors. One
factor is the ranking of the student’s chosen program and its reputation based on the various tools
students use to research schools. Students may refer to the ratings of U.S. News and World
Report, and/or family members, friends, and alumni. Word of mouth is a highly ranked method
for choosing a college (Mooney, 2007), and the Internet has become a primary source for
prospective students to obtain information (Carnevale, 2005). Many studies point to the
millennial generation as tech savvy and to being more informed consumers than prior
generations (Frand, 2000; Levin & Arafeh, 2002; Pew Research Center, 2010).
A recent Pew Research Center study (Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden,
2015) found that 81% of all American adults ages 18 and over are Internet users. At their
fingertips, in real-time, students are able to obtain a wide array of information regarding many
schools and are able to compare and consider factors such as class sizes, relationship with
professors, and a college’s online presence using Twitter, Facebook, and mobile applications
(Mooney, 2007). Studies also indicate other factors that students look for when choosing a
college such as opportunities for involvement, financial aid packages, and the distance from
home (Carnevale, 2005; Mooney, 2007). According to Reynolds (2005), students also consider
the maintenance and existence of buildings related to their chosen major as one of the most
influential in their decision-making.
A student’s choice to attend, stay, or leave a college is influenced by a range of
interrelated factors that may not necessarily be consciously apparent to colleges at the time of the
student’s decision-making. These factors affect not only expectations but performance outcomes
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as well. For example, colleges are academically competitive places; therefore, not all incoming
students will academically succeed (Adelman, 2006; Bean, 2005; Tinto, 1993). Also, estimates
suggest that 40% of students who initially enroll in college will transfer to another prior to
graduation, which can lead to a result of the student being a non-completer at one college while a
graduate at another (Hagedorn, 2005; McCormick & Carroll, 1997). Subsequently, student
persistence and retention remains a significant social issue important to higher education,
particularly with those students facing the “stay or leave” decision (Caison, 2004).
Research suggests the factors that influence student’s decision-making when they are
choosing a school vary depending on student diversity, demographics and the geographic
location of the college, reputation and image, student population, size of the college, social and
academic atmosphere, and financial aid availability (J.-C. Lin & Yi, 1997; Mazzarol 1998;
McDonnell, 1995; Sevier, 1993a; Soutar & McNeil, 1996). Bitner (1990) claimed that physical
facilities influence the overall students’ perceived service quality, since students associate
tangible elements of the college with the services provided. Ford, Joseph, and Joseph (1999)
asserted that the reasonable cost of education influences the overall students’ perceived quality.
Perception is distinctive, however. Specifically, Sevier’s (1993b) and McDonnell’s (1995)
studies on choice of college by African-Americans, showed that choice is influenced by the
reputation of the college, financial aid availability, total cost of attending, job placement record,
quality of faculty, geographic location, and the number of students at the college. Thus, the
literature demonstrates that the student’s selection process is highly individualized and involves
many reasons for choosing the right college to attend. In many ways, “the student experience”
(Sabri, 2011, p. 657) is joined with the commodification of education—or the turning of higher
education into a business concept with a financial bottom line—arguably closing diverse
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perspectives on the meaning of both students and experience (Sabri, 2011).
According to Braxton, Vesper, and Hossler (1995), when students’ expectations and
experiences of college are appropriately aligned and match the reality they encounter, students
are more likely to be satisfied with their college experience and persist through completion and
graduation. Therefore, understanding what students expect from their college experience is
crucial to their becoming engaged in their learning and for institutions to create structures that
address students’ learning needs (Miller et al., 2006). Many students enter college unaware of
their expectations of college, ones that differ substantially from those of faculty (Schilling &
Schilling, 1999). Such a circumstance places even greater pressure on the ability to measure
value effectively. If students enter college with no known expectation, how then are colleges able
to use assessment tools to measure the extent in which the experience has met the expectations of
the students? Thus, identifying expectations requires determining what criteria students use to
evaluate value at the formulating stage of expectations. To this end, the student voice is critical
when developing an assessment tool that measures the college experience and quality of service
provided based on their perception and expectations.
Service Quality Assessment in Higher Education
In today’s world of global competition, rendering quality service is key for success and is
playing an increasingly important role in the economy of many nations. Global education
markets, reductions in funding, and the economic pressures of today, are driving traditional
college structures to change in order to keep up with a more commercial competition. Colleges
and universities are not only having to be concerned with what the society values in the skills
and abilities of their graduates (Ginsberg, 1991; Lawson, 1992), but also with how their students
feel about their educational experience (Bemowski, 1991).
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A review of the service marketing literature reveals two main traditional approaches to
measuring service quality: SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al., 1988/2002) and SERVPERF
(Cronin & Taylor, 1992). The most notable contribution towards the measurement of quality of a
given service is by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985) with their SERVQUAL model.
This multi-item scaled model was originally developed to assess customer expectations and
performance perceptions in the service and retail businesses, but was generalized for assessment
use with any type of service (Parasuraman et al., 1988/2002). According to Parasuraman et al.
(1985), regardless of the service type, consumers fundamentally use similar criteria and
managing the gaps or differences in service can help an organization improve its quality (see
Appendix B for quality of service model representative of the differences between perceptions
and expectations).
Although the field of higher education has experimented with the SERVQUAL model
and adapted this measurement in its institutions (Cuthbert, 1996; Soutar & McNeil, 1996;
Saaditul, Samsinar, & Wong, 2000), it has been criticized for simply looking at service quality
by comparing the service received with expectations over more comprehensive measures of the
quality of students’ educational service (Soutar & McNeil, 1996). In a study assessing the role
and expectation of the student as a primary consumer of higher education services and the
implications of this for the management of service quality in higher educational organization,
Hill (1995) found students’ perceptions of service experienced were less stable over time than
expectations. This study looked at the perceived importance of service factors such as personal
contact with academic staff, financial services, career and counseling services, and so forth,
relative to the year of academic study. Thus, it is reasonable to consider an argument that the
students’ perceptions of service experienced would vary based on their level of need and
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expectations at the time. But how does such a measurement assess true quality of service?
As a result of the shortcomings identified in the SERVQUAL model, both at the
conceptual and operational levels (Buttle, 1996), a performance-based approach to measuring
service quality was introduced using the SERVPERF model (Cronin & Taylor, 1994). Relating
the two models, SERVQUAL operationalizes service quality by comparing the perceptions of
service received with expectations, while SERVPERF maintains only the perceptions of the
service quality, itself (Firdaus, 2006).
Management researchers agree that customers’ assessments of continuously provided
services may depend solely on performance, thereby suggesting that a performance-based
measure explains more of the variance in an overall measure of quality (Bolton & Drew, 1991b;
Boulding, Kalra, Staelin, & Zeithaml, 1993; Cronin & Taylor, 1994; Oliver, 1989; Quester,
Wilkinson, & Romaniuk, 1995). Although tested across many industries with findings that are
consistent with the research, SERVPERF is a generic measure of service quality and unresolved
issues in higher education around inappropriate performance indicators that are linked to funding
make assessing the perceived quality of higher education complicated and controversial (Fidaus,
2006; Hattie, 1990; Soutar & McNeil, 1996).
However, a survey conducted by Owlia and Aspinwall (1997) examined the views of
varied professionals and practitioners on quality in higher education and concluded that
customer-orientation is a largely accepted principle. Furthermore, they found that respondents
rated students as the highest ranking in importance over other constituents of the college. Hence,
factors of service quality from the perspective of students being the primary customer, along
with their opinions of their college experience are important. Subsequently, Firdaus (2005)
developed a third assessment model, the HEdPERF (Higher Education Performance-only) that
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attempts to capture the authentic determinants of service quality within higher education and is
reported to be more comprehensive than SERVQUAL and SERVPERF.
Using higher education as a single industry to test the HEdPERF scale, Firdaus (2006)
conducted a study across six higher learning institutions in Malaysia using a full-scale survey
questionnaire that led to a response rate of 68% and a usable sample size of 381, which is in line
with generalized scientific guidelines for sample size decisions (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970). This
study not only compared the HEdPERF to the SERVPERF in this same setting, but also merged
the scales together to form a HEdPERF-SERVPERF scale to further test the reliability, validity,
and explained variance of the combined best of both scales (Firdaus, 2006). Findings from the
study demonstrated a superiority of the modified five-factor structure of the HEdPERF scale
over both the SERVPERF scale and the combined version of HEdPERF-SERVPERF,
specifically with the dimension of access as the most important determinant of service quality.
Reinforcing earlier research conducted by Firdaus (2005), access is concerned with factors that
are important to students such as approachability, ease of contact and availability of both
academic and non-academic staff. Although there are obvious limitations to the generalization of
the study, there is also considerable evidence of relative efficacy that the HEdPERF scale could
serve as a useful measurement tool within other higher education settings.
College Experience and Student Engagement
Once students begin college, a key factor in their success is student engagement—the
level to which they get involved in educationally effective practices (Kuh et al., 2006). Measured
by surveys such as the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ), the National Survey
of Student Engagement (NSSE), and the Community College Survey of Student Engagement
(CCSSE), results demonstrate that engaged students are motivated to learn more and they are
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influenced by their experiences with faculty and the campus environment (Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2014; Kuh, 2001b; Kuh, Pace, & Vesper, 1997;
National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013). Subsequent to NSSE, surveys such as the
Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE) also show that engagement and the quality of the
student-faculty relationship influence the learning of their students (National Survey of Student
Engagement, 2013).
The term “student engagement” has developed over time through the efforts of several
theorists and educational researchers. Consequently, student engagement does not have a
particularly clear definition or an obvious beginning, but rather has evolved over a number of
years associated with Astin’s (1984) study of student involvement, Pace’s (1980) work on
quality of effort, and Tinto’s (1987) research on interaction and integration relative to students’
meaningful educational experiences. No matter the words used, however, “research has
consistently shown that the more students are active on campus and the more they feel a part of
campus life, the more likely they are to have positive outcomes such as cognitive gains,
satisfaction, and retention” (Sharkness & DeAngelo, 2010, pp. 480–481). Additionally, student
engagement has been linked to student learning outcomes and, thus, is broadly described as a
form of participation in educationally effective practices, both inside and outside the classroom,
leading to a range of measurable outcomes (Kuh et al., 2006).
The most often cited theories in the engagement literature also define student success in
terms of persistence and educational attainment, or the achievement of a desired degree or
credential (Kuh et al., 2006). Particularly, Astin (1984) theorized that involvement refers to the
amount of physical and psychological energy that college students invest in their academic
endeavors such as studying, participation in student clubs and organizations, and the formal and

39
informal interactions with faculty, peers, and other college staff members. Astin postulated that
involvement occurs on a continuum that has a qualitative and a quantitative character.
Proportionately, student learning is directly related to the amount and quality of involvement in
the college experience (Astin, 1999). Subsequently, the effectiveness of policies and programs
promoted by institutions may be judged by their capacity to positively impact student
involvement (Astin, 1984, 1999).
However, colleges are only one component in the student involvement and success
equation. Pace (1984) posited that students are accountable for the “amount, scope, and quality
of effort they invest” (p. 6) in their education and in their usage of the opportunities offered by
the university. Thus, “accountability for achievement and related student outcomes must
consider both what the institution offers and what the students do with those offerings” (Pace,
1984, pp. 6–7). Partially based on the foundational works of social anthropologist, Van Gennep
(1960), and developed as a means to explain student retention, Tinto (1993) further theorized that
students must undergo stages if an “orderly transmission of the beliefs and norms of the society
to the next generation of adults and/or new members” (p. 92) is to take place. According to
Tinto, students depart from college because of academic problems, failure to integrate socially
and intellectually with the culture of the college or university, or they hold a low level of
commitment to the institution. Hence, engagement is more than just involvement or
participation; it requires feelings and sense making inclusive of activity (Harper & Quaye, 2009).
Today’s colleges require a more comprehensive way of looking at the learning
environment. There needs to be a clear understanding of the demographics of their students and a
better understanding of the students’ college goals and expectations. Although high impact
practices that create co-curricular experiences in higher education are well recognized, the
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relevant learning and perceived value of the experience from students’ perspectives may actually
drive the level of impact from these practices. Supporting this argument, Kolb’s (1984)
experiential learning theory and Kuh’s (2008) theory on creating high-impact practices in higher
education, suggest enhancing the educational quality of post-secondary co-curricular
programming to move beyond its use as a recording tool and instead become an integral part of
the learning process. Common so-called life-enriching learning objectives often focus on
enhancing students’ holistic well-being and their knowledge and skill acquisition in areas such as
adaptability, decision making, problem-solving, teamwork, intrapersonal development,
interpersonal competence, practical competence, leadership, cognitive complexity, ethics,
humanitarianism and civic virtue (Kuh, 2001a). But what is proposed to be useful learning
practices for the typical student of a four-year institution differ from the needs of the typical
community college student who is often managing family obligations, work schedules, and
college responsibilities all at the same time. Co-curricular experiences are meant to be an integral
part of the student life (Kuh, 2001a) and understanding the needs and wants of community
college students are critical in the programming of high impact practices, as well as the student’s
capacity to engage.
Schreiner and Louis (2011) utilized the Engaged Learning Index (ELI) tool to assess
students’ psychological engagement in learning. Results of the study indicated that meaningful
processing, focused attention, and active participation accounted for nearly 70% of the variance
in engaged learning of students. Beyond students’ demographic characteristics, this study
revealed that when students are engaged cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally in their
learning, they are more satisfied with their learning and are more likely to express higher levels
of satisfaction with the entire college experience. Another study (Bosch et al., 2008) found that
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in a learning-centered environment, meaningful learning results from students’, faculty’, and
administrators’ collective engagement and responsibility for the intellectual and social growth of
student learning. Interestingly, however, this study revealed there is variability with feeling
connected to a college and being engaged, and that there are different perspectives on what
constitutes engagement and successful learning. Supported by a study conducted by Long
(2008), the faculty surveyed and interviewed by phone were most concerned with their
day-to-day involvement in the classroom, while administrators tended to look more broadly
across the institution. Commonality was described in terms of broad-based involvement with
relationships and communication as key. In another study, however, students reported higher
levels of engagement and meaningful learning when they were able to associate their college
experiences with real life situations (Handelsman, Briggs, Sullivan, & Towler, 2005).
Taking this notion of engagement and applied learning to a level of accountability, the
Lumina Foundation (2014) has invested much research and funding for programs to help
increase college attainment across various levels of postsecondary education. With its Degree
Qualifications Profile (DQP) process, Lumina Foundation’s intentions are for institutions to
better understand what students should know and be able to do as they progress toward degree
completion. The DQP is a learner-centered process that supports a more holistic understanding of
learning that considers the student’s perspective of the college experience. “The student, not the
institution, is the primary reference point,” in the DQP process and learning should be
“demonstrated by addressing unscripted problems in scholarly inquiry, at work and in other
settings outside the classroom,” (Lumina Foundation, 2014, p. 5). While clarity and consensus
are desirable goals of the DQP, the process “does not attempt to ‘standardize’ U.S. degrees”
(p. 6), for it recognizes the critical role and responsibility of faculty to determine both the content
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appropriate to different areas of study and the best ways to teach that content. Moreover, the
DQP describes generic forms of student performance fitting for each degree level through clear
reference points that indicate the incremental, integrative, and cumulative nature of learning.
Further engagement research demonstrates a relationship between the perspectives of the
participants in the studies, and their individualized engagement that can be experienced in
various ways. The research also demonstrates a positive association with broad-based
involvement across the institution that includes active participation in the learning from not only
students, but from faculty and administrators as well. Subsequently, there is strong evidence that
the more involved a student is with his or her own learning and is able to correlate experiences
with the real world, the more engaged the student feels, which can impact the student’s learning
potential. Kuh (2009) asserted, “What the institution does to foster student engagement can be
thought of as a margin of educational quality—sometimes called value-added—and something a
college or university can directly influence to some degree” (p. 685). This suggests that an
environment that presents opportunities for students to be involved and engaged can influence
great learning potential; but academic success requires the involvement, active participation, and
commitment from everyone within the college community.
The multifaceted description of engagement reflected in much of the research literature
defines engagement in three ways (Coates, 2007; Trowler, 2010):
•

Behavioral engagement draws on the notion of participation or involvement in
academic and social or extracurricular activities and is considered crucial for
achieving positive academic outcomes as behaviorally engaged denotes absence of
negativity toward norms.
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•

Emotional engagement encompasses reactions to faculty, peers, academics, and
school with demonstrated interest, enjoyment, or a sense of belonging and is
presumed to create ties to an institution and influence willingness to do the work.

•

Cognitive engagement draws on the idea of investment in personal learning and
willingness to appreciate challenge with an interest to go beyond basic requirements.

Indicators Organized Within Four Engagement Themes
Forming the basis of the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), an annual
survey conducted at public and private higher education institutions, Coates (2007) described
engagement as:
A broad construct intended to encompass salient academic as well as certain nonacademic aspects of the student experience [comprising] . . . active and collaborative
learning, participation in challenging academic activities, formative communication with
academic staff, involvement in enriching educational experiences and feeling legitimated
and supported by university learning communities. (p. 122)
With the 2013 update to NSSE (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013), a set of
10 engagement indicators were tested and grouped across four broad themes1 of the student
experience associated with learning and development. For the theme of “Academic Challenge,”
NSSE posited indicators of “Higher-order Learning,” Reflective and Integrative Learning,”
“Learning Strategies and Quantitative Reasoning.” The theme of Learning with Peers was seen
as measurable with engagement indicators of Collaborative Learning and Discussions with
Diverse Others. For the theme of Experience with Faculty, NSSE suggested indicators of
“Student Faculty Interaction” and “Effective Teaching Practices”. Indicators for the fourth
theme, “Campus Environment” were “Quality of Interaction” and “Supportive Environment.”

1

These themes and engagement indicators are outlined in National Survey of Student Engagement (2013,
p. 8).
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Using the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) instrument, Kuh (2001b)
reported that the level of engagement in educationally purposeful activities is the best predictor
of learning and personal development for students. Studying students’ levels of engagement in
educationally purposeful activities is important because their level of engagement has great
benefits to student learning and student success while in college (Pike & Kuh, 2005). However,
while there are broad indicators of student engagement at the institutional level as found in
NSSE, not all colleges voluntarily participate in this institutional assessment. Furthermore, these
surveys are not necessarily designed to be nationally, or even internationally, represented and do
not account for selection bias which may contribute to schools’ variability in survey responses
(Astin & Lee, 2003). Moreover, surveys such as NSSE and CSEQ are based on convenience
samples and schools self-select to participate. The effect of this self-selection is unknown and the
decision is not random, as denoted in the over-representation of public institutions in the NSSE,
for example. Regardless, the engagement literature is closely linked to students’ perceptions of
their learning (Carini, Kuh, & Klein, 2004), and student satisfaction is closely linked to a
student’s level of involvement and engagement in learning and their perception of the college
experience (Astin, 1984, 1985, 1993; Kuh et al., 2006). To this end, Astin (1993) proposed that
satisfaction should be considered as an intermediate outcome of college success.
Student Success
Student success can be defined using traditional measures of academic achievement, such
as scores on standardized college exams, grades, and credit hours earned; however, post graduate
achievements such as completion rates, post college employment and income are common
indicators of success in college as well (Kuh et al., 2006). As identified earlier, student
engagement is closely connected with student success and is commonly studied as a predictor of
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learning and personal development, often measured in terms of student outcomes and academic
success (Coates, 2005; Kuh et al., 2008; Pascarella, Seifert, & Blaich, 2010).
Student outcomes and academic success are associated with the impact on the academic
and social involvement and development of students with the institutional environment (Strange
& Banning, 2001). Tinto (1993) proposed that increased levels of academic and social
integration lead to greater commitment to an institution and to the goal of graduation. Thus, these
commitments increase the probability that a student will persist and graduate (Kuh et al., 2006).
Theories of persistence and educational attainment are most often cited when defining student
success; and these perspectives emphasize the importance of academic preparation and the
quality of the student experience during college (Kuh et al., 2006).
As educational assessments should provide some understanding of causal connections
between the practice and outcomes of education, the key to accurate assessments is to minimize
error associated with causal inferences (Astin, 1993). Consequently, Astin (1993) posited that
one way to minimize this error is by controlling the inputs such as the characteristics of students
at the beginning of their learning experiences. Basically, Astin’s (1991, 1993) I-E-O model
theorized that various college outcomes (O), such as student persistence, are mediated by
students’ pre-college characteristics and experiences, or inputs (I), as well as their actual
experiences (E) while in college. Astin (1991) further identified a typology for understanding
and classifying different types of student outcomes in terms of type of outcome and type of data.
Type of outcome (affective or cognitive) reflects what is being assessed and the type of data
(psychological or behavioral) reflects how the outcomes are measured.
Although more difficult to measure, students’ satisfaction with their college experience
and to what extent they feel comfortable and acknowledged in the learning environment are
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important aspects of student success (Kuh et al., 2006). Thus, students’ impression of
institutional quality, their motivation to attend the institution, and overall satisfaction are
reasonable precursors of educational attainment and other measurements of student success
(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Strauss & Volkwein, 2002). Such impressions are also
substitutions for social integration (Tinto, 1993), or the degree to which a student feels
comfortable in the college environment with a sense of belonging (Tinto, 2012a). Also important
to student learning and success are institutional environments that are perceived by students as
inclusive and affirming, and where performance expectations are clearly communicated and set
at reasonability high levels (Kuh, 2001b; Kuh et al., 2005d; Pascarella, 2001; Tinto, 2012b).
Further, taxpayers and the U.S. Department of Education (USDE) are pushing for greater
accountability requirements and transparency of performance outcomes across educational
institutions. In a recent federal update (Council for Higher Education Accreditation, 2016), the
USDE presents new guidelines and protocols for federally recognized accrediting organizations
proposed to strengthen its review of accreditors and protect students with an increased focus on
outcomes. On the U.S. Department of Education’s official blog, Mitchell (2016) argued:
Far too many schools maintain their institutional accreditation even while defrauding and
misleading students, providing poor quality education, or closing without recourse for
students. This is inexcusable. Accreditation can and must be a mark of quality that the
public expects. (para. 1)
Given the wide range of definitions for student success, it is fair to surmise that defining
student success is complicated and is dependent upon many factors and perspectives. Even if one
accepts the reliability of student satisfaction data as an appropriate measure of a quality
educational experience, operationalizing satisfaction in terms of student success appears difficult
as results may be somewhat unanticipated, culturally influenced, and vary across groups (Gruber,
Fub, Voss, & Glaser-Zicuda, 2010; Munteanu, Ceobanu, Bobalsca, & Anton, 2010). Therefore,
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understanding students’ perception of success and what they hope to attain from their college
experience can only aid, rather than deter, educational institutions from establishing a shared
vision toward positive student outcomes. Whether student success is measured by persistence to
graduation, transfer success, time to degree, or an improved learning outcome, what is apparent
from the literature is that the student’s perspective is important in assessment and in their
success. To this end, educational institutions can learn from literature in other disciplines, such
as research grounded in the marketing concept and consumer behavior, to gain a greater
understanding of the behavioral aspects of the decision making process as well as begin to build
strategies toward mutually beneficial outcomes of student success. Marketing academics have
researched further and demonstrated benefits of applying marketing to services in general
(Lovelock 1983; Swenson 1998) and in particular, to higher education (Miller, Lamb,
Hoverstand, & Boehm, 1990).
Influence of the Marketing Concept and Consumer Behavior in Higher Education
Across educational institutions, there exists much debate over whether or not to get more
involved in marketing (Bartlett, Gulbrandsen, & Murillo, 2002; Bok, 2003; Dirks, 1998;
Newman, Couturier, & Scurry, 2004). A prevalent argument is over whether or not students
should be considered as customers or consumers (Sharrock, 2000). Attitudes opposing a
marketing philosophy connected to higher education denote that the two disciplines are unrelated
and, in fact, that it is shameful to even call students customers, what Holbrook (2005) calls a
“vast and depressing sea change” (p. 144) in the past 15 years. Others believe that introducing
the marketing concept into the world of education provokes feelings of concern and mistrust
(Gibbs & Knapp, 2002). Moreover, these opinions are based on the idea that major social and
economic problems would arise if education were marketed (Sharrock, 2000) like a business.
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In recent years, however, the educational market has become more dynamic and
complex. There are many market forces that are trying to shape the educational environment and
colleges are looking for new ways to improve their market presence and to increase the
satisfaction of the diverse partners such as returning adults, non-traditional learners, transfer
students, continuing education, and the millennial generation. Utilizing concepts of marketing
can be one of solutions (Maringe, 2005) for understanding unique consumer decision-making
behaviors and diverse value perceptions. Thus, institutions that effectively utilize the marketing
concept and study consumer behavior to understand, reach, and satisfy their targeted audiences
are best positioned to sustain and grow in today’s highly complex and competitive environment
of higher education (Kotler & Fox, 2002).
Across industries and organizations, marketing plays a major role and is viewed by
Machado and Cassim (2002) as the process of planning and implementation of the marketing
concept, pricing, promotion, and distribution of ideas, goods, and services to create exchanges
that satisfy individual and organizational objectives. According to Shoemaker (1999), marketing
is the preemptive management of the relationship between a higher education institution and its
various markets by using the tools of marketing that include service product, place, price,
promotion, process, people and physical evidence. Additionally, Mowen (1995) asserted that
understanding consumer behavior is an important aspect of marketing, as it is a study directed at
satisfying needs and wants through a human exchange process. In higher education, it is the
students’ behavior, as a key constituent of the college that must be studied closely to understand
their perception of the college experience. As Lyotard (1984) argued years ago: “Knowledge is
and will be produced in order to be sold, it is and will be consumed in order to be valorized in a
new production: in both cases the goal is exchange” (p. 4). Talburt (1997) further argued that
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such logic of exchange driven by the market contributes to the upsurge of students as the
customers, knowledge as property, faculty as entrepreneurs, and departments as cost centers with
its expenditures.
Higher education possesses all the characteristics of a service industry in that it is
people-based and it places emphasis on the importance of relationships with students (Mazzarol,
1998). As a business model, by analyzing trends and consumer behavior patterns, the marketing
can have important advantages: enhancing the ability to design a more refined marketing mix;
providing a better understanding that allows relationship marketing to be established; and
developing and implementing a better and more focused branding that reflects value to the
consumer (Vrontis, Thrassou, & Melanthiou, 2007). However, applying the marketing concept to
higher education requires colleges to know their targeted audience, understand them, and
communicate with them as directly and interactively as possible (Laurer, 2006).
According to Hawkins, Best, and Coney (2004), organizations can only succeed if
consumers are aware of a product or service, see a need that the product can address, undergo the
decision-making process of comparing the product or service to other alternative solutions,
proceed to buy, and then become satisfied with the results. Therefore, it is in the combination
and coordination of the marketing concept with the understanding of the consumer’s
decision-making process that enables organizations to meet consumer’s needs. To relate this
thought process to higher education, it is important for institutions to develop a marketing
strategy that distinguishes them from their competitors in terms of value that is important to the
student (Law, 2002) so that the college offerings are desirable. It is equally important for
institutions to inquire about the reasons applicants choose specific types of educational
institutions and courses of studies to help in the development of institutional positioning
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(Maringe, 2006). The prospective and current students of higher education are no longer passive
consumer decision-makers: they have become informed consumers who make rational choices in
the selection of institutions, the courses provided (Baldwin & James, 2000), and whether or not
they will persist in their education (Porter, 2000; Tinto, 1993). For these reasons, higher
education would benefit from incorporating the tenets proposed in the marketing and consumer
behavior literature that includes the study of decision-making as key to acquiring the knowledge
needed to learn how and why students make the choices they do.
Grounded on the premise of consumer behavior theory, numerous economic, social and
psychological factors can lead to the surfacing of certain individual needs and wants (Sheth et
al., 1991b), which evolve over time and change according to the acquired knowledge and
comprehended information. Ultimately, these are the underlying factors that influence decision
making whether the consumer is considering a purchase or is assessing value of a product or
service. To this end, attitude plays an important role in consumer behavior because it constructs
the way consumers perceive their environment, guides the ways in which they respond to it, and
affects intention to purchase (Blackwell, Miniard, & Engel, 2001).
The most influential work in this area of consumer behavior has been contributed by
Fishbein who proposed a model of attitude formation based on expectancy value, which not only
assesses attitudes but also behaviors and is centered on three basic components: belief, value, and
expectations (Fishbein 1963, 1967; Fishbein & Bertram, 1962). Similarly, Ajzen’s (1989) theory
of planned behavior postulates that beliefs lead to attitudes which then effect behavior. A widely
referenced and used prescriptive model that incorporates tenets of expectancy value is the
Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Consistent with organizational strategies
that are market-oriented and aim to satisfy the needs and wants of customers, the Theory of
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Reasoned Actions (TRA) suggests that attitudes predict behavioral intentions that in turn predict
actual behavior.
Comparatively, the TRA model implies that a student satisfaction and retention model
assumes that student satisfaction leads to intentions to stay in college, which in turn leads to
student retention (Keaveney & Young, 1997). Further, Tinto (1993) theorizes that precollege
traits and influences, along with levels of student commitment, directly affect the degree of
integration within the academic and social experiences in college, thus influencing the
persistence rate of students. Bean (1980) asserts that students’ beliefs—which subsequently
shape their attitudes—are the predictor of their persistence. Nes, Evans, and Segerstrom (2009)
posit that attitude and optimism are associated with motivation and better adjustment in college
with lower dropout rates and higher GPAs. Hence, students’ attitudes and behaviors may
contribute to their perception of value based on their expectations, motivation, and experiences
that influence a decision to stay or leave college. A piece of the puzzle toward resolution, the
TRA model suggests a frame to consider the behavioral aspects of retention and persistence in
higher education. Yet, a conceptual framework is needed to pull in the factors that influence the
value proposition into a theoretical framework for analysis. A conceptual framework that allows
for the uniqueness of community college students, from their own voices, is particularly needed
in scholarly research.
Community Colleges and Persistence
Community colleges play a crucial role in American higher education. Their commitment
to open access and affordability extends the opportunity to pursue higher education to all sectors
of the population. However, student persistence and college completion in the community
college system are lower than in other sectors of higher education (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005)
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such as four-year institutions. According to the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.), many
students who enroll in community colleges do not complete credentials, even when allowing for
up to six years and considering credentials earned after transferring to a four-year institution.
With declining public appropriations per student as a trend (Soares et al., 2016) and national
attention focused on college debt and community colleges, there is pressure on these institutions
to increase retention and success rates to appeal to public interest and to improve enrollment and
retention for financial stability. However, community colleges serve a diverse range of students
in terms of age, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic background. Community college students tend
to be older and have greater family obligations than that of the traditional student attending a
four-year institution. Also, it is not uncommon for many of community college students to enroll
part time and work while they are in school. All these factors create challenges for student
persistence and degree completion. Understanding differences across demographic groups and
enrollment patterns typical of community colleges is necessary to increase college success
(Bailey et al., 2015), but determining what matters most to students in the college experience is
key to helping them find ways to persist toward their college goals (Kuh et al., 2006). Although
there are a number of assessments in higher education, in general, a conceptual framework that
measures perceived value of the community college experience is missing from the scholarly
research.
Developing a Conceptual Framework and Dissertation Study
Ravitch and Riggan (2012) define a conceptual framework as an “argument about why
the topic one wishes to study matters, and why the means proposed to study it are appropriate
and rigorous” (p. 7): a way to link all the elements of the research process. The system of
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concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that supports and informs the research
is a key part of the conceptual design (M. Miles & Huberman, 1994; Robson, 2011).
Accordingly, Ravitch and Riggan (2012) identify four main components to constructing a
conceptual framework: the researcher’s experiential knowledge, existing theory and research, a
pilot and exploratory research, and, thought experiments. The experiential knowledge or prior
experience allows a person to interpret and view the current experience by constructing new
meaning. Ravitch and Riggan insist that the theoretical framework is a subcomponent of the
larger conceptual work and particularly emphasize the importance of the literature review to help
define, justify, research, and guide the entire research process.
Berman and Smyth (2015) posit that the conceptual framework typically develops from
interactive thinking about core concepts and is interchangeable with the theoretical framework.
The conceptual framework befits the focused "work and evidence of alignment between
epistemology [why], ontology [what], and methodology [how]" (Berman & Smyth, 2015,
p. 127). Becker (2007), however, warns researchers that the existing literature, and the
assumptions embedded within, can distort the way in which the research is framed, which is
consequential in potential missed opportunities to conceptualize the study or key implications of
the results.
The conceptual framework used here for assessing the value of the college from students’
perspective is based on findings presented in the literature review and from preliminary
discoveries obtained during a student focus group session conducted in February 2016. Drawing
from and integrating Tinto’s (1975) retention model, Astin’s (1999) engagement and
involvement theory, Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) TRA Model in consumer behavior, and the
service marketing literature, specifically Firdaus’ (2006) research and testing of the HEdPERF
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service quality instrument in higher education, this research presents a conceptual framework for
assessing value that may also serve as a predictive model of persistence behavior intentions
based on students’ satisfaction and value perception, and appeal to the increasing public need for
quality assurance.
Summary
Education researchers studying students’ interactions with the college environment have
relied heavily on models advanced by Tinto (1993) and Astin (1993). These suggest that when
students are engaged in the college experience it is more likely that learning, student retention,
satisfaction, and student success are the outcomes (Kuh et al., 2006). Pace’s (1980, 1984) earlier
work supports these theories and further emphasizes that student satisfaction is a critical factor to
students getting the most from their college experience. Service marketing literature substantiates
the satisfaction argument, but adds that when consumers (here, students) are satisfied with the
delivery of their expectations, perceived quality and value are the outcomes (Parasuraman et al.,
1994).
Value perception is not only important for student learning development, but also impacts
the measurement of institutional quality (Astin et al., 1996; Hou, 2010; Scott, 2011) in terms of
enrollment management functions, which influence the financial capacity and sustainability of
the college (Noel-Levitz, 2013). Further noted in a report on undergraduate student recruitment
development by Noel-Levitz (2013), institutions spend a significant amount of money to recruit
students. Thus, losing them before goal completion or degree attainment is not only costly to
students, it is costly for colleges as well. Therefore, I propose a conceptual framework for
students’ perceived value of the college experience. This framework is intended to help inform
further research and to better understand what matters most from the community college student
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perspective. It is also meant to serve as a guide for community college leadership in managing
and increasing value perception to improve student persistence and retention, and ultimately
saving institutions money versus having to reinvest back into recruitment strategies for a lost
constituent base.
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Chapter III: Methodology and Study Design
The purpose of this study was to explore students’ perceived value of their community
college experience, and its relationship to other standard assessment factors, such as satisfaction,
academic and service quality, and engagement, which are concepts often related to student
persistence in college. Chapter III describes the purpose and approach of this study using a
three-phased, mixed methods exploratory sequential approach. It covers descriptions of the
population and sample, the survey instrument, data collections procedures, data organization, and
data analyses for all three phases of the study.
Mixed Methods
In the first issue of the Journal of Mixed Methods Research, mixed methods is described
as “research in which the investigator collects and analyzes data, integrates the findings, and
draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches or methods in a single study
or program of inquiry” (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007, p. 4). According to Creswell (2014), the
reason for choosing a mixed methods design is based on relating the intent of the procedures to
expected outcomes, and the research questions that drive the study (Teddlie & Tashakkori,
2009). Collection of data from both the qualitative and quantitative perspectives will result in a
greater understanding of students’ perceived value of their experience and its relationship with
the other standard assessment factors related to student persistence in college.
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) defined mixed methods research as “a type of research
design in which QUAL and QUAN approaches are used in types of questions, research methods,
data collection and analysis procedures, and/or inferences” (p. 711). From both a methods and
philosophical orientation, mixed methods research is based on the premise that the combined use
of qualitative and quantitative approaches in the same study provides a better understanding of a
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research problem than either methodology alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Greene (2007)
conceptualizes this form of inquiry as a way of looking at the social world that involves more
than one methodological tradition and, subsequently, more than one way of knowing by using
more than one kind of technique for gathering, analyzing, and representing human phenomena,
all for the purpose of better understanding.
Mixed methods studies come from a pragmatist paradigm, or a world view that is not
restricted by one perspective or method of study, but rather, combines qualitative and
quantitative approaches within different phases of the research process to address the research
questions (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Thus, mixed methods is a philosophical and practical
synthesis based on a combination of deductive and inductive approaches that advance research to
an outcome in the best possible manner. As with all scholarly research, it is important to also
understand the epistemological position of the researcher’s worldview, theoretical lens, and the
techniques for data collection.
Pragmatic epistemology. According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), four
worldviews inform the practice of mixed methods: postpositivism, constructivism, participatory,
and pragmatism. Postpositivism is often associated with quantitative approaches as researchers
make claims for knowledge based on cause-and-effect thinking, by focusing on certain variables
to interrelate, by detailed observations and measures of variables, and by testing theories.
Constructivism is typically associated with qualitative research that looks for understanding a
phenomenon through interviewing participants and analyzing narrative data. Participatory
worldviews are swayed by political interests and are more often than not associated with
qualitative approaches. Finally, the pragmatic epistemology is most often the primary paradigm
for mixed methods research in that it focuses on “what works” as the truth rather than focusing
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on the concepts of truth and reality alone (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Pragmatism is not
committed to any one system of philosophy and reality, but moreover, is open to multiple
methods, worldviews, assumptions, and different forms of data collection and analysis (Creswell,
2014). The exploratory sequential mixed methods design is one that begins with qualitative data
and analysis to inform the quantitative phase of the study.
Exploratory and sequential. In some studies, the researcher may not know the exact
questions that need to be asked, the variables to be measured, or the theories that may guide the
study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2001). There may be a need to explain initial results, generalize
exploratory findings, enhance the study with a second method, or employ a theoretical stance.
For instance, research may require a qualitative exploratory approach to reveal the questions,
variables, and theories to be studied, and then follow up with quantitative research to generalize
and test the exploratory findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Examples of studies best suited
for exploratory mixed methods research are those intent on exploring a phenomenon in depth and
measuring its prevalence (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003), or those looking to
develop or test an instrument (Creswell, 1999; Creswell et al., 2003), or research needing to
identify important variables to study quantitatively.
While there are traditional characteristic distinctions across the qualitative, quantitative,
and mixed methods types of research in social and behavioral sciences, Teddlie and Tashakkori
(2009) argue that “‘real’ research” (p. 37) happens at some point on a continuum, which is the
foundation for understanding mixed methods. Depending on the point of entry on the continuum
and the researcher’s primary study interest to test a theory (confirmatory), generate one
(exploratory), or both, determines the weight of the research in terms of its orientation and
emphasis to answer the research questions in the most optimal manner (Teddlie & Tashakkori,
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2009). Greene, Caracelli, and Graham (1989) contend that the results of the first method can help
develop or inform the second method. The two forms of data are integrated in the design analysis
by merging, connecting, or embedding the data while also considering the timing of the data
collection (concurrent or sequential) and the emphasis (equal or unequal) for each data set
(Johnson, Onwegbuzie, & Turner, 2007).
In summary, choosing to use mixed methodology begins with the research question that
leads to the study design, participant selection, techniques for both qualitative and quantitative
data collection, and types of analysis. The levels of design are guided by the researcher’s
perspective and approach, and the timing is dictated by whether or not the data need to be
collected concurrently at the same time, or sequentially with one set of data being collected prior
to the other (Creswell, 2014). Finally, a mixed methods approach uses data in “multiple ways of
making sense of the social world” (Greene, 2007, p. 20).
In this research study, an integration of both the qualitative and quantitative methods
conducted in a sequential manner explored and gained new knowledge about students’ perceived
value of the college experience and its relationship with other related measures as satisfaction,
quality, and engagement. The decision to conduct a mixed methods study was based on the
extant literature on the topic, review of methods and types of data to be gathered, and specific
research questions proposed. Listening to what the students had to say during the focus group
session broadened the perspective about the realities that were explored in this study and it
provided meaningful insight as to how students define and think about perceived value. This first
phase of the study, collecting narrative data from the students, was key to the development of the
perceived value construct and the survey items, so that they shared the language of the students
and were focused on topics that resonated with them most. As part of the design process, themes
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identified from the focus group facilitated survey development further. The survey was then used
for the second quantitative phase of the study, which was based on these overarching themes.
Finally, the third phase of the study utilized student focus groups again to help clarify issues that
surfaced in the narrative comments of the survey, and to help bring greater meaning to the
study’s findings from students’ perspectives.
The Research Questions
The overarching research question throughout this study was: What is the community
college students’ definition of perceived value and how, if at all, is a measure of students’
perception of value different from related standard assessment measures, such as quality,
satisfaction, or engagement? Three specific research questions (RQ) guided the research.
RQ1: How do students describe and define perceived value of community college?
RQ2: What components emerge from exploratory factor analysis of items designed to
measure perceived value?
RQ3: How is a student’s perception of the value of the community college experience
different from related assessment measures such as satisfaction, engagement, or quality?
The Research Design
By mixing the qualitative and quantitative research, depth and breadth of understanding
the research problem is attainable. In this study, focus groups enabled the gathering of narrative
data from students to identify their interpretation of perceived value, which then informed the
development of a survey instrument with both closed and open-ended questions. The survey
quantitative data were analyzed to investigate the relationship between the perceived value
construct and the other standard assessment constructs frequently associated with persistence in
college. Finally, qualitative data were collected, again through discussions with selected
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participants to better understand why they responded to the survey as they did and how relevant
the findings were to students’ decisions to persist in college. Thus, this sequential design was a
three-phased process in that each phase transpired from the previous one, and subsequently
informed the next, providing a robust data set for analysis and practical interpretation. The
following section describes the three phases of this study in detail: Phase 1 (qualitative focus
group); Phase 2 (quantitative and qualitative survey); and Phase 3 (qualitative focus group).
Phase 1 (Qualitative Focus Group). Phase 1 of the study began with a semi-structured
focus group session with community college students at Massachusetts Community College A
(MACC A) from three different classes representative of the typical community college student
profile: a daytime liberal arts class with predominately traditional students (ages 18–24); a
daytime technical career-track class such as a business or healthcare class; and an evening class
with predominately nontraditional students and adult learners (age 25 and older) with family and
work obligations that interfere with being able to attend class during the day. Findings from the
focus group discussions were the foundation for the survey development. The primary steps for
Phase 1 were:
1. Develop a focus group protocol (see Appendix A) and guidelines (see Appendix B) to
prepare, guide, and communicate the structure of the session
2. Obtain IRB approval from both Antioch University (see Appendix L) and the
participating colleges to conduct research.
3. Provide an inquiry letter (Appendix C) to assist faculty in communicating to students
the opportunity for the group session as a voluntary participant during a regularly
scheduled class.

62
4. Develop, and distribute for students’ signatures, a consent form as part of the
necessary ethical IRB practices (Appendix D).
5. Facilitate a focus group using an interactive strategy with semi-structured questions
and administer a short survey to collect demographic information (Appendix E).
6. Transcribe the focus group interview discussion.
7. Identify key words and phrases related to perceived value, satisfaction, engagement,
academic and service quality, and any other variables identified by students based on
a narrative thematic analysis process.
8. Build categories and themes from the identified key words and phrases.
Focus group participant description. Targeted research participants were students from
MACC A. They were candidates qualified to provide student-focused insights related to key
perceptions of their college experience. The sample population consisted of program
degree/certificate students who had consecutively persisted from the fall to the spring semester
during the academic year of 2016–2017 with the spring semester beginning on or around January
17, 2017. Continuing students were the focus of this study because they had already decided to
persist and it was assumed that some level of perceived value existed. It was also assumed that
students who just entered college and had not yet persisted, might have very different
interpretations of value having not experienced a full semester of the college experience.
Focus group participant recruitment. Three classroom settings in MACC A were the
basis for the voluntary student participation in the focus group session. Two faculty had been
contacted earlier and agreed to allow students from their designed classes to voluntarily
participate in this phase of the study during scheduled class time with no consequence to the
curriculum and content learning. The individual sessions were approximately 60 minutes and
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commenced on a mutually agreed upon date with designated faculty. Selected classes included
one daytime liberal arts class representative of the typical traditional student sample between the
ages of 18 and 24. Another class was a technical class in economics, which was focused more
precisely toward students on a career path. Finally, a third class was an evening class
representative of the more nontraditional student population that had daytime obligations such as
family or work that required more flexibility beyond traditional daytime offerings.
Upon IRB approval, continued phone conversations with participating faculty confirmed
January 30, 2017 as the focus group meetings. This date marked the beginning of the spring
semester for the college. Students were informed of the focus group session approximately one
week in advance via a letter provided to the faculty for class dissemination. During the session,
students had the opportunity to opt in or out of the session at any time with no consequence. My
contact information was provided for any inquiries about the details of the session. All
participants voluntarily engaged in the focus group interview and signed a consent form prior to
commencing with the questions. Faculty were not present during the session except at the
beginning of class to announce the beginning of the session and as an introduction.
Focus group data collection procedures. The focus group discussions were centered on
defining the perceived value concept and on discussing what mattered most to them from their
community college experience. Based on the literature and drawing on the experience of a
piloted focus group session conducted prior to this dissertation research, the focus group protocol
included a guided questionnaire handout with the following semi-structured questions:
•

When you hear the word “value,” what does that mean to you?

•

What matters most to you when considering the value of your community college
experience?
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•

In thinking about your current college experience, how would you describe the positive
aspects of this experience? How would you describe the negative aspects of it?

•

How would you describe a quality educational experience?

•

What role does your level of satisfaction play in your overall assessment of your
college experience?

•

What role do you believe engagement plays in your assessment of a good college
experience?

•

What do you hope to achieve by attending this community college?

•

What would influence you to leave this college before meeting your goals?

The focus group session was scheduled for 60 minutes and included refreshments at the
end of the session as a token of appreciation for students’ participation. Written notes,
observations, and a recording device captured the focus group narrative. The narrative from the
session was transcribed with audiotape recording, was kept confidential, and used solely for the
purpose of this study. No information was collected that could link any participant back to the
narrative data collected or to the development of a survey questionnaire. The audio recording
was kept in a locked file while using the data in aggregate to develop a survey instrument.
Analysis of focus group data. Focus group interview narrative and notes were
transcribed to capture the discussion. Open-ended questions that asked participants to describe
their individual understanding of the questions allowed for the collection of relevant, accurate,
and reliable data for development of the survey instrument. Data were coded under the umbrella
of the constructs of interest: perceived value, satisfaction, engagement, and academic and service
quality, as well as reasons for student persistence in college.
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Charmaz (2003) suggests analytic memo writing as a technique to reflect on and
personally associate with or understand participants’ perspectives. While using this technique,
descriptive words and phrases that students used to describe what the main constructs meant to
them were collected and put into relevant construct categories. Themes were identified from the
students’ words and phrases and coded by identifying the frequency of those words and phrases
that had commonality. Field notes and a reflective journal captured the nuances of the focus
group session and served as an iterative tool to reduce researcher bias. Emergent themes
informed the development of the survey. Analysis of these narrative data from the focus group
specifically addressed the first research question of this study.
Phase 2 (Survey). Phase 2 of this study drew upon the qualitative findings from Phase 1
focus groups to develop and disseminate a survey to further collect and analyze quantitative data
from a larger representative sample across community colleges that included at least three
targeted Massachusetts community colleges. A survey instrument was developed based on the
literature review and the focus group themes. Rating scales for perceived value, satisfaction,
level of engagement, and academic and nonacademic service quality were incorporated into the
survey design. At least three overall rating scale questions for each of the constructs were
developed to measure an important aspect of each construct with the intent to obtain an average
score for each respondent on each of the constructs. Additional statements were written to fully
cover the perceived value construct and exploratory factor analysis was run to identify the set of
statements best suited to measure the concept. Specifically, for the perceived value construct,
both, overall rating scales and statements for factor analysis maximized options for addressing
research questions in this study. Finally, open-ended questions were included in the survey to

66
capture any further reflections on the study variables. These narrative data were thematically
coded using Survey Monkey text analysis to identify consistencies or themes in the responses.
Survey participant description and recruitment. Participants were full and part time
program degree/certification students who have consecutively persisted from the spring to the
summer semester from at least three of the 15 Massachusetts community colleges. IRB approval
was obtained from the three MA community colleges to target their students directly. In
collaboration with participating colleges’ Student Services and Marketing teams, a
multi-channeled marketing campaign targeted students at each of the campuses. IRB approval
from each college was acquired to implement a multi-channeled communications campaign that
included use of the college’s internal student portal and through student newsfeeds using social
media and email. Also, posters and tabletop information tents were made visible in student
centers, cafeteria, and other student-centric locations on campus, indicating to students the
purpose of the study and why their voice were needed, where they could locate the online survey,
and the deadline to participate in the survey (Appendix F). Other currently enrolled community
college students who learned of the survey through an indirect communication not directly
targeted at their college also participated in the survey portion of the study. It was anticipated
that a snowball effect would extend the recruitment of Massachusetts community college student
participation beyond the three-targeted colleges.
Survey data collection procedures. SurveyMonkey online survey tool was used to collect
data from eligible students (see Appendix K). This electronic on-line survey provided easy
access to a large audience of potential participants over a short period of time. The data were
directly transferred from Survey Monkey into the IBM Statistical Package for Social Services
(SPSS) for cleaning and statistical analyses.
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A pool of perceived value items was brainstormed with subject matter experts and
developed by perusing sample items provided from research in similar areas such as NCCE and
Noel-Levitz inventories and Firdaus’s (2006) HEdPERF quality instrument. Table 3.1 displays
measurement of the variables for this study along with the proposed analyses, which will be
further elaborated below. The 11 demographics variables included a filter question to ensure that
respondents met the appropriate demographic criteria: “Are you currently enrolled in a degree or
certificate program at a community college?”
Overall rating scale items were developed for the perceived value, satisfaction, academic
quality, non-academic service quality, and engagement constructs. Response options for the
overall rating questions were based on a scale of 1 (very low), to 10 (very high). Perceived value
was also measured by 41 items designed to be analyzed with exploratory factor and reliability
analysis for the purpose of potentially developing a perceived value scale. The response options
for perceived value statements were based on a 6-point Likert-type response scale, 1(strongly
disagree), 2(disagree), 3(somewhat disagree), 4(somewhat agree), 5(agree), and 6(strongly
agree). By moving from the abstract concept of perceived value to clarifying its dimensions
more concretely, statements were developed to reveal students’ understanding of perceived value
(de Vaus, 1996). Indicators for the perceived value construct were developed using data from the
focus groups and through previous research. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) with varimax
rotation was used to find the number of components representing this construct and the items that
loaded on each of the components. A set of 24 items was retained across six components
measuring the perceived value construct.
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Table 3.1
Measurement of Variables
VARIABLES
DEMOGRAPHICS & FILTER

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

NUMBER
OF ITEMS
11

RESPONSE
SCALES
Category

Enrolled in Degree or
Certificate Program
MA College Location
Working Status
Age
Gender
Ethnicity
Attend Any Other College
Financial Aid
Semester of Study
Total Credits Earned in Past 2 Yrs
Total Credits Remaining for A.S.

INDEPENDENT (Predictor Variable)

Overall Rating Scale Assessment of:
• Satisfaction
• Engagement
• Academic Quality
• Non-Academic Service Quality)

Perceived Value Items for Factor
Analysis

DEPENDENT (Outcome Variable)

•

Perceived Value

STATISTICAL
ANALYSIS
DESCRIPTIVE

Frequency
Percentages

DESCRIPTIVE

Minimum 5 Overall Rating
items for
Scale 1 to 10
each Scale
6-point
response
Likert Scale

Frequency and
Percentage
Distributions
Means, Standard
Deviations, and
Measures of
Skewness and
Kurtosis

5 Questions
(Minimum 7
items per
question)

6-point
response scale,
Strongly
Disagree to
Strongly
Agree

CORRELATIONAL

Total items
from PCA

Overall Rating
Scale 1 to 10

MULTIPLE
REGRESSION

Proxy Scale
Averages

Bi-variate
EXPLORATORY
FACTOR ANALYSIS
(PCA)
CRONBACH ALPHA

69
Pilot testing and survey distribution. Members of the Antioch Survey Research Group
reviewed the survey for clarity of meaning and format to lend credibility to the survey construct
and a few colleagues with community college student experience as student services
administrators or faculty reviewed the survey for content relevance prior to a formal pilot.
Following these reviews, a pilot test of the online survey was completed utilizing the participants
of the focus group session and a few other student volunteers. Following review of the pilot test
responses and implementation of any necessary modifications, a final survey was then
distributed using a multi-channeled communications plan to targeted student participants of the
IRB approved colleges using social media, internal college portals, email, and newsfeeds through
respective marketing and student services offices. Participant consent was collected through the
opening page of the survey introduction. Survey data collection proceeded for approximately
eight weeks between starting during the week of June 12 and ending on August 7, 2017. Data
were then exported to SPSS, compiled, cleaned, and analyzed.
Analysis of survey data. Data were analyzed using SPSS to create descriptive statistics
and run frequencies and percentages to show the distribution of participants across response
options. The mean scores, standard deviations, and measures of skewness and kurtosis of
responses for each variable measured by interval rating or Likert-type response scales were
calculated to determine the average response.
Bivariate correlations were used in the analysis to identify the relationships across
variables. Multiple regression analysis identified the extent to which the independent variables
(satisfaction, academic quality, service quality, and engagement) relate to one another and
influence the dependent variable (perceived value). Prior to multivariate analysis, bivariate
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correlations between each of the independent variables were reviewed to ensure that they were
not higher than .90 to avoid the possibility of multicollinearity within the same regression model.
Cronbach alpha reliability analysis was run to determine the reliability of the potential
perceived value scale components. Using Cronbach alpha, each item in the perceived value
construct was assessed for its contribution to scale reliability. Cronbach’s coefficient alpha is
“the most commonly accepted formula for assessing the reliability of a measurement scale with
multi-point items” (Peter, 1979, p. 8). The composite reliability and Cronbach alpha values of
more than 0.70 were used to demonstrate that the constructs possessed adequate levels of internal
consistency (Nunnally, 1978).
Multiple regression analysis was run using two sets of regression models to determine the
relationship between measures of perceived value and the standard assessment variables. This
analysis was used to show how much variance in the dependent variable (perceived value) was
influenced by identified independent variables (satisfaction, academic quality, service quality,
and engagement).
Phase 3 (Qualitative Focus Group). Following administration of the survey
questionnaire, online focus groups supplemented and clarified issues that surfaced in the
narrative comments and reflected on the quantitative findings. The focus group protocol was
developed based on analysis of the survey data. Key survey results were used to stimulate
discussion. The survey open-ended comments and discussion were transcribed and analyzed
through a thematic analysis process using online SurveyMonkey text analysis.
Post survey focus group participant selection. Participants were selected from those that
volunteered to participate in response to a survey question seeking volunteers. Invitations were
sent to interested participants with a goal of randomly selecting between 7 and 10 Massachusetts
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community college student participants. Logistics were arranged with selected participants and
consent confirmed.
Post survey focus group data collection procedures. Findings from survey were
provided for two separate virtual focus group sessions to accommodate participation. Three
sessions were offered across different times of the day, but only two sessions were needed to
accommodate the participants. The first session had three participants and the second had four
students. Sessions lasted approximately 60 minutes and were recorded. The format for the
discussion and narrative data collection was guided by semi-structured questions based on the
survey’s findings. As identified in Phase 1, notes were taken during the session as well as audio
recording to capture the themes of the discussion.
Analysis of post survey focus group data. Data were analyzed by using theming
techniques. Coding was accomplished by identifying categories, themes, and patterns as well as
the frequency of words and phrases that emerge from the focus group discussion. Researcher
bias and perceptions were noted as part of the process. Field notes and a reflective journal were
used to capture the nuances of the focus group session and served as an iterative tool to reduce
researcher bias. Data were triangulated through observations, interviews, survey, and any
discussions that transpired as a result of the study’s findings.
Rigor of the Study
Each phase of the study was designed to meet the standards of credibility and validity of
mixed methods research. Beginning with Phase I, through the final phase, thoughtful design,
selection of participants, collection of data, and analyses were treated in a manner that each
phase could stand on its own but was inherently valuable to the next, as well as collectively, for
an integrated and complete study. Throughout the research, reflection and transparent
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communication were paramount, providing opportunities for participants, resource experts,
community college colleagues or scholars, and the dissertation committee to weigh in on the
research process and the findings to ensure quality scholarly work.
Limitations of the Design
A limitation in using a mixed methods approach for this study was the limited duration of
time available to conduct all phases of the research during the academic school year with
external competing demands presented to participants. Targeting specific colleges required
separate IRB applications from each participating college, which delayed the research process
further within a limited a timeframe.
The study design also meant engaging participants throughout the three-phased process,
which was challenging given the change in semesters and student responsibilities. Community
college students often have a number of conflicting commitments in their lives and their school
schedules overlap with work and personal schedules. Although this reality did not seem to
negatively impact the sample size of the study, targeting students who were already engaged in
the classroom during Phase 1 did minimize the incidence of conflicting commitments, but also
limited the diversity of the sample compared to a college-wide invitation for students to
participate in the focus group session. Further, the profile of the three phrases, although
collectively reflective of the diverse student population, differed slightly across the phases.
Another limitation is that proxies were used as measures for the satisfaction, engagement,
and academic and service quality constructs, and other control variables were not considered in
the multiple regression analysis.
Finally, despite the possible contribution this research may have in deepening the
understanding of students’ perceived value of college and its relationship with other standard
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assessment factors that may impact intentions to persist, it is one of only a few studies focusing
on this issue. Further, the study is reflective of participants from three specific community
colleges in Massachusetts that may not necessarily be generalizable among all community
colleges across geographic areas.
Summary
Chapter III described the rationale for choosing a mixed methods approach for this study
and presented the context for the research, including theoretical and personal assumptions. The
logic for choosing a pragmatic epistemology was described, as was the need for a three-phased
exploratory sequential approach with a detailed outline for each phase of the study. Further, this
chapter outlined the principles and practices to ensure a study of rigor. In Chapter IV, the
descriptive results and findings are presented and discussed.
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Chapter IV: Research Findings and Results
The purpose of this study was to explore students’ concept of the perceived value of their
community college experience and its relationship to the satisfaction, academic quality, service
quality, and engagement constructs. This chapter contains the qualitative and quantitative results
of this three-phased, mixed methods research study. It also includes an overview of the data
gathered, how the data were cleaned for the analyses, and an examination of participant
demographics. Following the participant descriptions and a discussion of the steps taken to clean
the database, I address the three research questions identified in Chapter III:
RQ1: How do students describe and define perceived value of community college?
RQ2: What components emerge from exploratory factor analysis of items designed to
measure perceived value?
RQ3: How is a student’s perception of the value of the community college experience
different from related assessment measures such as satisfaction, engagement, or quality?
Data Cleaning and File Preparation
Phase 1 narrative focus group data were captured in classroom settings via audio
recording and transcribed for ease of review. Researcher notes and comments written by students
on focus group handouts were also available for evaluation. As described in Chapter III,
randomly assigned numbers referenced each participant’s profile and corresponding comments
were coded for thematic analysis and discussed in the results section of RQ1.
In Phase 2 of the study, 768 student responses were collected via a survey administered
through SurveyMonkey. The dataset was exported to Microsoft Excel and SPSS for cleaning,
coding, and statistical analyses. Preparation for analysis in SPSS required removal of incomplete
responses in the dataset and recoding selected variables. George and Mallery (2010) discussed

75
options for removing survey data with missing information from the final dataset. They proposed
replacing missing data or deleting entire cases by looking at specific questions where
respondents did not answer the questions essential for addressing the research questions. The
following indicates how rules were applied for the cleaning and coding of the survey data:
•

Eliminated 61 respondents that indicated they were not currently enrolled in a
community college.

•

Eliminated 269 respondents that did not respond to all of the perceived value,
satisfaction, academic and service quality, and engagement items.

•

Eliminated five bad response cases with erroneous comments in response to the
question, “What, if anything, would improve your community college experience at
this college?”

•

Eliminated 12 additional bad response cases by identifying those with unusually high
and consistent responses across all items.

•

Eliminated 12 additional bad response cases where participants responded the same
way to “My courses are of interest to me” and “I am bored with the content of the
courses.”

•

Eliminated eight cases that appeared to be duplicate submissions from the same
student based on contact information, demographic characteristics, IP addresses, and
other narrative responses.

After this detailed review of the survey data collected, a total of 401 cases with sufficient
information were included in the data analyses. In order to prepare the data for analysis in SPSS,
additional cleaning was required by recoding a reverse-coded item that read, “I am bored with
the content of the courses.” This recoding was necessary so it could be analyzed in the same
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direction as the rest of the items. Also, the open-ended narrative responses from the survey
question, “What, if anything, would improve your community college experience at this
college?” were further cleaned and coded for thematic analysis using the text coding feature in
SurveyMonkey. The findings from these narrative data were used as discussion topics for the
focus group sessions in Phase 3.
Phase 3 narrative focus group data were captured via small group conference call
sessions using audio recording and transcribed for ease of review. Researcher notes and student
comments were available for evaluation. Student comments were coded to match their SPSS
identification numbers and survey responses in preparation for thematic analysis as is discussed
in detail in the Phase 3—Post Survey Focus Group results section.
Description of Participants
Data collection in Phase 1 was through targeted classroom focus groups, in Phase 2
through a survey, and in Phase 3 from a virtual focus group. The participants in all three phases
were currently enrolled community college students. Phase 1 and Phase 3 participants were from
Massachusetts Community Colleges. Phase 2 participants were also primarily Massachusetts
community college students, but a few out-of-state students responded to the social media
enabled survey link. The participants were recruited by using a multi-channeled campaign
approach using various marketing collateral, networking, referrals, social media platforms, and
emails as described in Chapter III.
Phase 1: Focus group participants. Focus group participants included students from
three classes enrolled in a 2017 spring semester class at MACC A. There were 51 student
participants. All demographic data were self-identified as students completed a handout form
identified in Chapter III. The majority (66.7%) of the participants were between the ages of 18
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and 24, with the next highest (17.6%) between the ages of 25 and 31. Almost 10% were between
the ages of 32 and 38 with the remaining 5.9% between the ages 46 and 59. Almost two-thirds
(60.7%) of the participants were fulltime students. The other 33.3% of the students were
attending college only part-time. Six percent of the students did not provide their enrollment
status. Of all the survey participants, 54.9% were White, 13.7% were Hispanic/Latino, while the
remaining identified as Black/African American (3.9%), Asian/Pacific Islander (3.9%), and
21.6% chose not to answer the question. Regarding gender, the focus group participants were
54.9% female and 45.1% male (Table 4.1.)
Table 4.1
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participant Demographics Phase 1:
Focus Group Participants (n=51)
Variable
Age

Enrollment Status
(n=48)
Ethnicity

Gender

Categories
18 – 24
25 – 31
32 – 38
39 – 45
46 – 52
53 – 59
60+
Part-time
Full-time
White
Black/African American
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic/Latino
Native American/American Indian
Not Answered
Male
Female

Frequency
34
9
5
0
1
2
0
17
31
28
2
2
7
1
11
23
28

%
66.7
17.6
9.8
0.0
2.0
3.9
0.0
35.4
64.6
54.9
3.9
3.9
13.7
2.0
21.6
45.1
54.9

Phase 2: Survey participants. All demographic data were self-identified by the
participants. Slightly more than one-third (35.7%) of the participants were between the ages of
18 and 24, followed by 25.9% between the ages of 25 and 34, 17.5% between the ages of 35,
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11.2% between the ages of 45 and 54, and 1.2% 65 or more years of age. A small percentage
(2.2%) chose not to identify their ages.
More than half (55.6%) of the participants were full time students carrying at least 12
credits per semester. The other 44.4% of the students were attending college part time. Of the
participants who responded to the question about ethnicity, 72.1% of the students were White,
7.5% were Hispanic/Latino, 7.0% were Black/African American, and 8.1% self-identified with
Other. The remaining participants were Asian/Pacific Islander (2.2%) and Native
American/American Indian (.2%). Eleven (2.7%) participants chose not to complete the
question. Regarding gender, the majority (71.1%) of the online survey participants were female
and a little more than one-quarter (25.4%) of them were male. The remaining 3.4% of
participants either did not identify with the provided gender choices (1.2%) or chose not to
complete the question (2.2%). (See Table 4.2).
Participants responded to demographic questions about their working status while
attending college. Most participants (79.5%) held a job while attending college, while 19.0% did
not have employment. Only six (1.5%) participants chose not to answer the question. Of the
working survey participants, more than a quarter (28.9%) of them worked full-time at 40 hours
per week or more. The greater percentage (50.6%) worked part time, ranging from working as
little as 8 hours to upwards of 39 hours per week, with the larger majority of 32.9% working
between 17 and 39 hours per week. The remaining (19.0%) participants did not work while
attending college and a few (1.5%) chose not to answer the question (Table 4.3).
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Table 4.2
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participant Demographics Phase 2:
Survey Participants (n=401)
Variable
Age

Enrollment Status
Ethnicity

Gender

Categories
18 – 24
25 – 34
35 – 44
45 – 54
55 – 64
65+
Not Answered
Full-time
Part-time
White
Black/African American
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic/Latino
Native American/American Indian
Other
Not Answered
Male
Female
Do Not Identify w/M or F
Not Answered

Frequency
143
104
70
45
25
5
9
223
178
289
28
9
30
1
33
11
102
285
5
9

%
35.7
25.9
17.5
11.2
6.2
1.2
2.2
55.6
44.4
72.1
7.0
2.2
7.5
.2
8.2
2.7
25.4
71.1
1.2
2.2

Table 4.3
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants Working While Attending
College (n=401)
Full-time (40+ hours per week)
Part-time (less than 8 hours per week)
Part-time (between 8 and 16 hours per week)
Part-time (between 17 and 24 hours per week)
Part-time (between 25 and 39 hours per week)
Not working
Not Answered

Frequency
116
15
56
67
65
76
6

%
28.9
3.7
14.0
16.7
16.2
19.0
1.5

Participants also responded to demographic questions about whether or not they had
attended another community college besides the currently enrolled one. They also responded to
questions about the number of college credits earned in the past two years and the remaining
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credits needed to complete an associate’s degree. As shown in Table 4.4, most participants
(78.6%) did not attend another community college, while others (18.7%) had experience with
other community colleges or simply chose not to answer the question (2.7%).
Table 4.4
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants’ Attendance at Another
Community College (n=401)
Yes
No
Not Answered

Frequency
75
315
11

%
18.7
78.6
2.7

More than a quarter (27.2%) of the participants earned between 12 and 24 college credits
in the past two years, while another quarter (25.2%) earned between 25 and 36 credits.
Combined, these participants made up 52.4% of the total participants. The remaining
respondents had fewer than 12 credits earned (18.0%), at least 49 to 60 credits (15.2%), and 37
to 48 credits (12.0%) in the past two years. Ten (2.4%) participants chose not to answer the
question (Table 4.5).
Table 4.5
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants’ Credits Earned in Past
Two Years (n=401)
Less than 12 credits
12 to 24 credits
25 to 36 credits
37 to 48 credits
48 to 60 credits
Not Answered

Frequency
72
109
101
48
67
10

%
17.6
26.7
24.7
12.2
16.4
2.4

More than half (53.8%) of the participants had fewer than 12 credits (20.9%) or between
12 to 24 credits (32.9%) remaining to complete an associate’s degree. Another 19.0% had
between 25 and 36 credits left and another 12.2% had 37 to 48 credits. Participants with as many
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as 48 to 60 credits remaining to attain an associate’s degree made up only 11.2% of the
participants. Some participants (3.7%) chose not to answer the question (Table 4.6).
Table 4.6
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants’ Remaining Credits to
Complete Associate Degree (n=401)
Fewer than 12 credits remaining
12 to 24 credits remaining
25 to 36 credits remaining
37 to 48 credits remaining
48 to 60 credits remaining
Not Answered

Frequency
84
132
76
49
45
15

%
20.9
32.9
19.0
12.2
11.2
3.7

Of the participants who responded to the question about their completion of the 2017
spring semester with at least three credits from the same community college (n=395), 75.1%
answered “Yes” and 23.4% answered “No” (Table 4.7). (Note: the students who answered “no”
were all classified as “continuing students” by their college, thus may simply have skipped the
spring semester.)
Table 4.7
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants Completed Spring Semester
(January through May 2017) with at Least Three Credits from Same Community
College
Yes
No
Not Answered

Frequency
301
94
6

%
75.1
23.4
1.5

Participants responded to questions about the level of financial support received to
support their college education. A reported 44.4% of the participants were fully supported by
scholarship or financial aid, while another 23.7% reported partial financial aid support. The
remaining 33.9% either received no scholarship or financial aid or chose not to answer the
question (4.2%). (See Table 4.8).
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Table 4.8
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants Receiving Scholarship or
Financial Aid to Support College Education (n=401)
Fully supported by scholarship/financial aid
Partially supported by scholarship/financial aid
No scholarship/financial aid support
Not Answered

Frequency
178
95
111
17

%
44.4
23.7
27.7
4.2

Of the total 401 participants, 392 of them self-identified as being enrolled in a degree or
certificate program at a Massachusetts community college. The majority of the participants
(93.8%) were from either MACC A (47.9%) or MACC B (45.9%). The remaining Massachusetts
participants identified with MACC C (3.7%) and MACC D (.2%). Nine participants (2.2%) did
not attend a Massachusetts community college (Table 4.9).
Table 4.9
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants Currently Enrolled in a
Degree or Certificate Program at a Massachusetts Community College (n=392)
MACC A
MACC B
MACC C
MACC D
Outside of Massachusetts

Frequency
192
184
15
1
9

%
47.9
45.9
3.7
.2
2.2

Phase 3: Post survey focus group participants. These participants were students who
took the online survey as part of Phase 2 of this study, identified themselves as currently enrolled
Massachusetts community college students, provided contact information to be considered for
the virtual focus group, and responded to the invitation via calling into the scheduled session.
There were seven student participants in the virtual focus group. Demographic data were
self-identified by the participants in the survey. Four of the participants were from MACC A,
two were from MACC B and one participant was from MACC C. Three participants were
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between the ages of 25 and 34, three were between the ages of 45 and 54, and one participant
was between the ages of 55 and 64. There were no focus group participants from any of the other
age group categories. Six participants were part-time students and only one identified as full-time
status. All of the focus group participants were White. Six of them were female and one was
identified as male (Table 4.10).
Table 4.10
Frequency Distribution of Participant Demographics Phase 3: Virtual Focus Group Participants
(n=7)
Variable
MACC

Categories
A
B
C

Frequency
4
2
1

Age

25 – 34
45 – 54
55 – 64

3
3
1

Enrollment Status

Part-time
Full-time

6
1

Ethnicity

White

7

Gender

Male
Female

1
6

Research Question 1
The process used to address the first research question—“How do students describe and
define perceived value of community college?”—included a thematic analysis of the focus group
discussion and descriptive statistics of the survey questions that were developed using a
perceived value framework for the perceived value scale. The results of the findings that address
Research Question 1 are described below.
Focus groups and descriptive statistics of survey questions. In Phase 1 of this
research, focus group participants shared their perceptions and experiences relative to their
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community college experiences and their value perceptions. Using a handout with guided
questions provided to student participants as described in Chapter III, participants provided both
verbal and written responses. Thematic analysis of the focus group narrative data identified a
total of 198 statements associated with at least one of the predetermined survey constructs:
perceived value, satisfaction, academic quality, non-academic service quality, and engagement.
The perceived value statements were grouped across four main value themes that
emerged from the analysis: relative worth; outcome basis for value; processes leading to value;
and individualized influencers. Within the themes, a total of 20 categories (five categories within
each theme) were identified relative to perceived value for scale development (Table 4.11).
The statements that were not identified as perceived value statements were grouped by
themes related to satisfaction, academic quality, service quality, and engagement. All statements
across all constructs were reviewed for ambiguity and redundancy. A total of 57 statements were
removed, resulting in 141 statements across all constructs with 78 of them associated with
perceived value, 11 for satisfaction, 30 for academic quality, 16 for service quality, and 11 for
engagement.
As described in Chapter III, further review and testing of the items for clarity and
relevance resulted in a total of 66 items across all constructs. There were: 41 items for perceived
value, 5 items for satisfaction, 11 items for academic quality, 5 items for non-academic service
quality, and 4 items for engagement. In addition to these 41 items, the survey was comprised of
25 items related to the other constructs, one filter question and one question identifying
Massachusetts community college participants, five overall rating questions, 10 demographic
questions, one open-ended question, and one optional contact information question.
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Table 4.11
Perceived Value Themes and Categories Used for Overall Mapping of Survey Items
Themes
I. Relative Worth—value relative to
something else

Categories
A. General
B. Cost
C. Time
D. Making Money
E. Working Experience

II. Outcome Basis for Value—expectations
of a positive outcome

A. Self-Growth or Self-Benefitting
B. Goals
C. Knowledge
D. Opportunities
E. Satisfaction

III. Processes Leading to Value—good
experiences along the way

A. Useful Service or Programs
B. Treated with Respect/Valued
C. Services Delivered as Promised (value
proposition)
D. Flexibility
E. Relationships

IV. Individual Influencers—personal
factors that sway value perception

A. Personal Attitude
B. Personal Engagement
C. Sense of Belonging/Pride
D. Situational
E. Cultural

Phase 1 analyses and a thorough review of the relative literature were the basis for the development
of the student survey instrument used to collect data for Phase 2 and Phase 3 of this study.
Developing items within perceived value framework. Focus group participants were
asked semi-structured questions as described in Chapter III not only to develop the perceived
value construct but also to glean students’ understanding of the concept in relation to other
related measures as well. The following selected responses demonstrate the richness of the
interactive discussions that support the four themes of the perceived value framework, including:
relative worth as value relative to something else; outcome basis for value as expectations of a
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positive outcome; processes leading to value as good experiences along the way; and individual
influencers as personal factors that sway value perception.
Theme I: Relative Worth—value relative to something else. When asked, what
matters most to you from your community college experience, one student participant
commented:
Time. So I was going for nursing and needed to take a number of courses before being
accepted into the program. A course I took was no longer relevant [curriculum changed]
so had to take another course. Not only did I waste my money but my time, and that is
something valuable to me because I have family, work, and bills to pay. It's a lot of my
time going into this and everything has changed.
Value in this case was described in terms of relative worth of attending college compared to
something else such as time, money, and the personal sacrifices.
Theme II: Outcome Basis for Value—expectations of a positive outcome. When
asked, what do you hope to achieve by attending this community college, two participants
commented:
[My expectation is to attain] a degree and well-paid job [with] security where I am not
struggling so hard. Everything now, even if it is a minimum wage job, they want you to
have some type of degree.
I don’t know my career path. [My expectation is] to be closer to the career path that will
lead me to my purpose.
Value was described in terms of an expectation of a positive outcome. In the first case,
the goals were to attain a degree and job to ease personal financial struggles. In the second case,
the goal was to identify a career path that is self-benefitting and leads to personal purpose. Very
different goals were identified in each case and perceived value was determined by the individual
goal expectations being met positively.
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Theme III. Processes Leading to Value—good experiences along the way. When
asked about the positive and negative aspects of their community college experience, one
participant commented:
A positive is being able to take classes online. When I started [college], I was taking day
classes [offered on the main campus] and it’s a way different experience [compared to
night classes at satellite campus and online]. Life changed and I had kids and had to
switch to nights and online. I like online [but] I wish it was a little different. It’s okay but
some teachers don’t answer your questions and are not available as much [as day classes
on campus]. When you’re in class [on campus] there is more availability [of teachers].
Teachers during the day are a lot different from night [teachers]. They [day teachers]
almost value their job and what they’re teaching [more than night teachers]. Like at night,
it’s a side thing [for teachers]. We [students] fill out a survey at the end of class and
[evaluate] how you feel about the teacher, but it doesn’t matter. I learned that from my
experience. [If the] teacher is tenured, they [academic staff] said there is nothing they can
do. I changed my complete degree because of a teacher.
Value was described in terms of things that happen during the college experience that
were viewed as good. In this case, having the flexibility to participate in alternate modes of
course offerings such as online courses or classes offered in the evening to accommodate
personal life changes and responsibilities were viewed as positive and good. However, the
quality of the learning experience, accessibility of professors, the perception of professor
attitude, and professor-student relationships negatively impacted the overall perceived value of
the experience, no matter the positive aspects of the incremental good things that happen along
the way. Thus, processes leading to value may individually and incrementally be good, but do
not necessarily guarantee the overall perceived value of the college experience.
Participants were asked questions relative to other standard positive experience with
college measures but within the context of perceived value framework. When asked what role
satisfaction played in their overall assessment of their college experience, two participants shared
other experiences about processes that lead to a value perception:
I did go to [another college] before and [this college] is ten times better. [This college]
only took two of my classes from [the previous college] but it was worth it. Just the way
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that it is run [and] the teachers, it is more organized. It is hard to put into words, just
friendlier.
I don’t think just this one class would provide an overall satisfaction of my college
experience; but yes for this class.
Value described in these two cases was associated with satisfaction. In the first case,
value was viewed positively by the way in which the participant perceived a good experience
and satisfaction with the college’s organizational structure and by its friendliness. Interactions
with professors or teachers played a role in the value perception of the college experience. Value
described by the second participant agreed that satisfaction in one class would not mean overall
satisfaction of the college experience was good.
When asked how they would describe a quality experience, another participant shared
happenings during the process that focused on the usefulness of service and programs promised
in the college’s value proposition:
I’m worried about the internships. I work full-time and I work in social services already.
So I’m not sure how to work and finish school and do an internship and head a family.
Balancing everything, it’s a lot. And they [the colleges] don’t [let you do an internship
where you work]– well, [that’s] what I was told by my advisor, which I am not really
sure [is accurate] because I heard a couple of things [from friends], and I don’t think my
advisor is the best, but you can’t do an internship where you work because you can’t get
paid for the internship.
Value in this case was described in terms of the individual experiences viewed as good
but they made up only a part of the whole college experience. Services or programs that are not
useful or do not accommodate the needs of students negatively impacted value perception.
Theme IV: Individual Influencers—personal factors that sway value perception.
When asked—“What role do you believe engagement plays in your assessment of a good college
experience?”—one participant who was integrating into the American culture from Africa,
commented and another provided additional perspective:
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It [hands-on and peer engagement] doesn’t matter all the time. I come from where they
make you study. It was hard for me to adapt to this [American] system. I had to do
research first and had to learn on my own. It is hard to work with a group. This [college
opportunity] is a chance to learn. What I understand is I can come back in the end to the
teacher and the class. I didn’t know this stuff [at the beginning] and it didn’t matter about
the teacher [personality]. It matters to me that I understand the class [content and
expectations] or what class it is [right class for degree].
Another participant added, “I think it’s really important that the teachers . . . everyone is on the
same page. I feel like the teachers should be just as engaged as I am and also be able to get my
flexibility.”
In both cases, value was described as personal factors that sway perspective of value. In
the first case, personal effort applied in selecting the right courses needed for degree attainment
and having the ability to understand the content of the course offerings mattered most. Engaging
in hands-on activities within groups was not always considered valuable and it was personally
difficult for this participant to adapt from the one cultural way of learning to the American
system. In the second case, the participant emphasized the importance of everyone being on the
same page, including teachers, in their engagement and in understanding students’ needs for
flexibility.
The perceived value theme framework and the focus group narrative discussion were
foundational to the development of the 41 items in the perceived value construct. Participants
defined “perceived value” as value that was relative to “one’s point of view” and it most often
associated with a personal or individualized perspective. Definitions of perceived value (as
outlined in Appendix G) were reflected in the items designed to measure perceived value and
were analyzed in the following RQ2 section.
Research Question 2
The process used to address the second research question about what components emerge
from exploratory factor analysis of items designed to measure perceived value, included
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descriptive statistics run for the perceived value items and exploratory factor analysis conducted
using PCA. The results of the analyses are addressed below.
In Phase 2 of this research, descriptive statistics were run for the items designed to
measure perceived value. These included the mean, standard deviation, and measures of
skewness and kurtosis for each item (Table 4.12). Survey responses were coded to indicate level
of agreement with the items on a 6-point Likert scale: 1 (totally disagree), 2 (disagree), 3
(somewhat disagree), 4 (slightly agree), 5 (agree), and 6 (totally agree).
Table 4.12
Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Value Scale Items (n=401)
Std.
Mean Deviation Skewness

Kurtosis

8a

The cost of the college matters
the most to me.

4.768

1.168

-0.913

0.462

8b

The overall college experience
has to be worth my time.

4.968

1.075

-1.281

1.816

8c

For a good college experience,
being able to balance my life
responsibilities and
schoolwork is extremely
important to me.

5.556

0.757

-2.645

10.111

4.421

1.384

-0.678

-0.379

4.459

1.294

-0.706

-0.067

8d

8e

For me, the benefits of
attending college must
outweigh the "money" I would
have earned had I just worked
instead.
For me, it is very important
that the benefits of attending
college outweigh the "practical
experience" I would have
received from just working at a
job.

(table continues)
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8f

Earning a degree is important
to me.

8g

Being able to transfer my
credits from this college to a 4year institution is important to
me.
Connecting my learning to the
placement of a career
opportunity matters very much
to me.
Respecting me as an individual
matters very much to me.
Flexibility with class
scheduling is very important to
me.
A convenient college location
is very important to me.
The availability of online
courses offered at this college
greatly matters to me.
The value of my college
experience is based on the
overall cost compared to other
things that are important in my
life.
Fees at this college are mainly
for services I use.
The length of time it takes to
get my degree affects how I
view the value of my overall
college experience.
I find that spending time on
campus at this college
increases the value of this
college experience for me.
When I feel valued, I value the
experience.

8h

8i
8j

8k
8l

9a

9b
9c

9d

9e

5.613

0.750

-2.588

8.534

5.344

1.057

-1.835

3.235

5.484

0.810

-2.064

5.447

5.576

0.790

-2.450

7.683

5.554

0.716

-1.729

3.046

5.421

0.793

-1.446

2.040

4.753

1.434

-1.073

0.331

4.135

1.252

-0.495

-0.300

3.883

1.195

-0.355

-0.446

4.022

1.350

-0.433

-0.622

4.302

1.338

-0.684

-0.341

5.132

0.951

-1.212

1.509

(table continues)
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9f

9g

10a

10b

10c

10d

10e

10f
10g

10h

11a
11b

11c

I greatly value my college
experience when I am offered
the choice to mix both online
and in class courses into my
schedule.
Excellent support is provided
at this college so I can be
successful with online courses.
This college experience has
increased my networking
relationships.
This college experience is
helping me learn about myself
beyond academics.
Compared with other colleges,
this college is the most
accessible for me to attend.
Compared with other colleges,
this college is the most
affordable for me to attend.
This college experience is
preparing me for a good
paying job.
The public transportation at
this college is very good.
I feel confident that a degree
from this college will open up
new career opportunities for
me.
Staff and faculty at this college
take a special interest in
helping me to succeed at this
college.
Attending this college has
boosted my self-confidence.
I take great pride in being a
member of this college
community.
My family is very supportive
of me attending this college.

4.771

1.307

-1.143

0.822

4.673

1.192

-0.914

0.677

4.115

1.289

-0.490

-0.305

4.656

1.158

-0.980

0.802

5.132

1.077

-1.568

2.535

5.177

0.978

-1.232

1.373

4.905

1.008

-1.045

1.429

4.287

1.173

-0.723

0.554

5.097

0.934

-1.230

2.040

4.993

1.108

-1.282

1.549

4.706

1.208

-1.020

0.771

4.788

1.128

-1.056

1.243

5.239

0.950

-1.743

4.156

(table continues)
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11d
11e

11f

11g

12a

12b

12c

12d

12e

12f
12g

Attending this college will
help me make more money.
I largely value this college
experience because I feel
socially connected here.
I enjoy developing one-on-one
relationships with my
professors.
My experience at this college
contributes positively to my
personal development.
I expect that attending this
college will increase my career
opportunities.
At this college, I am able to
manage both personal and
academic responsibilities
successfully.
The experience at this college
has met my goals and
expectations.
At this college, the classes I
need are usually offered when
I need them.
My personal motivation gives
me a positive outlook on my
college experience.
My family is proud that I am a
college student.
I feel a sense of belonging at
this college.

4.978

0.958

-0.882

0.895

4.107

1.344

-0.457

-0.425

4.756

1.058

-0.885

0.832

5.010

1.017

-1.108

1.186

5.160

0.874

-1.444

3.692

4.963

0.931

-1.160

2.581

4.835

1.024

-1.113

1.833

4.559

1.180

-0.870

0.617

5.095

0.909

-1.212

2.458

5.289

0.955

-1.699

3.558

4.613

1.211

-0.903

0.582

Measures of skewness and kurtosis were examined to determine any items that needed to
be removed prior to factor analysis due to significant deviation from a normal distribution curve.
Items that had a skewness ≥ +/- 2.0 and kurtosis ≥ +/- 3.0 indicated responses toward one end of
the range. According to George and Mallery (2011), such items would not be easily
differentiated or provide meaningful contribution to a scale. Therefore, four items identified as
8c, 8f, 8h, and 8i were removed from the dataset prior to factor analysis.
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Bivariate correlational analysis was then calculated to identify the relationships across the
remaining variables from Table 4.12 intended to address the perceived value concept. Any items
that did not correlate at ≥ .30 with at least one other item were viewed as unrelated to the
construct and were therefore eliminated before factor analysis. One additional item, 8g, was
removed due to weak correlation with the other perceived value items. Therefore, in preparation
for exploratory factory analysis, a total of five items, 8c, 8f, 8g, 8h, and 8i, were removed from
the dataset.
Exploratory factor analysis. Prior to factor analysis, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity and
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy were run to determine that the
sample was adequate for conducting factor analysis. The Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was
statistically significant, p =.000 and the sample KMO =.907, indicating the sample was adequate
for factor analysis (Field, 2013; George & Mallery, 2001).
PCA was the form of exploratory factor analysis used to identify the items best suited to
measure the perceived value concept. PCA yields uncorrelated components related to the
construct of interest—perceived value. PCA with varimax rotation “maximize[s] the dispersion
of loadings within factors . . . resulting in more interpretable clusters of factors” (Field, 2013,
p. 681). The PCA run converged in six iterations. PCA was run using a .35 and .40 loading value
cutoff for the perceived value scale (Kahn, 2006; Stevens, 1992). Other cutoffs were
experimented with, but items loaded on too many components that did not have clear identities
within component clusters. Using a .35 cutoff, five components extracted after an iterative
process, but items relative to job/career preparation were not captured in a component, even
though this emerged in the focus group sessions as an important factor to community college
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students. In the PCA using a .40 cutoff, the results did include a job/career preparation
component; therefore the .40 cutoff was used for the final perceived value PCA run.
To arrive at the final factor analysis results, multiple iterations were run until there were
no variables that failed to load on a component or any variables that loaded on multiple factors,
or components. Variables that cross loaded, or loaded on multiple components at the designated
loading cutoff of .40 were deleted before each iteration. Multiple loadings indicate that the items
could measure more than one factor (Kahn, 2006).
In the first iteration of the PCA analysis with a .40 cutoff level, eight components were
extracted with eigenvalues >1.0, an eigenvalue criterion in keeping with the Kaiser Criterion
(Costello & Osborn, 2005). The reasoning behind using the Kaiser Criterion was that a
component with greater than one eigenvalue accounts for more variance than from a single item
(Pett, Lackey, & Sullivan, 2003). As identified by description in Table 4.11, six items (8b, 8k,
9g, 12a, 12b, and 12e) loaded onto more than one component and were deleted for the next PCA
iteration. In the second pass, eight components were extracted again, with four additional items
deleted due to three of them (9d, 11f, and 12d) loading on multiple components and one other
(10f) that did not load onto any components. The third iteration generated seven components
with two more items deleted as one item (8j) loaded on more than one component and another
(9e) did not load onto any components. In the fourth and final iteration, six components were
extracted with no items loading on more than one component. The total variance explained was
65.896%. Table 4.13 shows the final loadings for the resulting six components.
Component 1 contained items with themes pertaining to personal self-awareness, growth,
and a sense of belonging or connection through relationships. I named this component Personal
Growth Connection. Items that made up Component 2 pertained to benefits received relative to
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Table 4.13
Component Loadings for Perceived Value Scale Based on PCA .40 Cutoff
1
10a. This college experience has
increased my networking
relationships.

.726

10b. This college experience is helping
me learn about myself beyond
academics.

.747

10h. Staff and faculty at this college take
a special interest in helping me to
succeed at this college.

.688

11a. Attending this college has boosted
my self-confidence.

.778

11b. I take great pride in being a member
of this college community.

.818

11e. I largely value this college
experience because I feel socially
connected here.

.767

11g. My experience at this college
contributes positively to my
personal development.

.770

12c. The experience at this college has
met my goals and expectations.

.650

12g. I feel a sense of belonging at this
college.

.783

2

8a. The cost of the college matters the
most to me.

.504

8d. For me, the benefits of attending
college must outweigh the "money"
I would have earned had I just
worked instead.

.778

8e. For me, it is very important that the
benefits of attending college
outweigh the "practical experience"
I would have received from just
working at a job.

.749

Component
3
4

5

(table continues)

6
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9a. The value of my college experience
is based on the overall cost
compared to other things that are
important in my life.

.708

9b. Fees at this college are mainly for
services I use.

.407

9c. The length of time it takes to get my
degree affects how I view the value
of my overall college experience.

.539

10e. This college experience is preparing
me for a good paying job.

.765

10g. I feel confident that a degree from
this college will open up new career
opportunities for me.

.746

11d. Attending this college will help me
make more money.

.679

11c. My family is very supportive of me
attending this college.

.808

12f. My family is proud that I am a
college student.

.846

8l. The availability of online courses
offered at this college greatly
matters to me.

.912

9f. I greatly value my college experience
when I am offered the choice to mix
both online and in class courses into
my schedule.

.893

10c. Compared with other colleges, this
college is the most accessible for me
to attend.

.815

10d. Compared with other colleges, this
college is the most affordable for me
to attend.

.803

something else such as the cost of college, length of time to complete a degree, or the practical
experience from a job. I named this component ROI Relative Worth. The third component
focused on the preparation for a job or career to attain greater opportunity and financial stability.
Component 3 was named Job/Career Development. Items that made up Component 4 related to
students feeling emotionally supported and valued by their families for having chosen to attend
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college. This component was named Family Pride. In Component 5, items concentrated on the
importance of convenience and flexibility in course offerings, whether it included the availability
of online courses or the choice to mix online with traditional in-class ones. I named this component
Flexible Learning Opportunities. Finally, Component 6 contained items with themes relative to the
student’s personal decision-making process in weighing the accessibility and affordability of the
college as compared to other colleges. I named this component Comparing College Offerings.
Reliability statistics. Following PCA, reliability statistics were run to determine if the
subscales were internally consistent, and whether deleting any of the items would increase
reliability. All six components in the scale resulted in acceptable reliability statistics using
Chronbach alpha and deletion of any items would not have increased the component’s reliability.
Component 1: Personal Growth Connection had a Chronbach alpha of .920. Component 2:
ROI/Relative Worth had an alpha of .711, while the alpha for Component 3: Job/Career
Development was .838. Chronbach’s alpha for Component 4: Family Pride was .841, Component
5: Flexible Learning Opportunities was .857, and Component 6: Comparing College Offerings
was .711.
Research Question 3
The analyses and results for the third research question—how is a student’s perception of
the value of the community college experience different from related assessment measures such
as satisfaction, engagement, or quality?—follow next.
Descriptive statistics, reliability, and correlations. Descriptive statistics were run for
overall rating questions in the survey that corresponded with the standard assessment measures
for satisfaction, quality academics, quality services, and engagement (Table 4.14). Survey
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responses were coded to indicate level of agreement with the items on a 10-point rating scale
ranging from one (the lowest rating measure) to 10 (the highest rating measure).
Table 4.14
Descriptive Statistics for Overall Rating Questions (n=401)
Mean

S.D.

Skewness

Kurtosis

8.13

1.842

-1.203

1.376

(Q5) Thinking about our overall
community college experience, how
involved (ENGAGED) are you with
this college?

4.83

2.813

.248

-1.025

(Q6) Thinking about your current
community college experience, how
would you rate the ACADEMIC
QUALITY at this college?

8.12

1.780

-1.244

1.780

(Q7) Thinking about your current
community college experience, how
would you rate the QUALITY OF
THE SERVICES provided at this
college?

8.04

2.023

-1.265

1.557

(Q3) Thinking about your overall
community college experience, how
SATISFIED are you with this
community college you are attending?

Measures of skewness and kurtosis for Q3, Q5, Q6, and Q7 were reviewed to determine
if the questions deviated significantly from a normal distribution curve, with measures of
skewness ≥ +/- 2.0 and kurtosis ≥ +/- 3.0. All measures were within acceptable standards. The
mean measure (4.83) for Q5 “engagement” question was the lowest and nearly half the rating
value compared to the other overall questions. This output implies that students express
satisfaction, academic quality and services without feeling engaged with the college.
Descriptive statistics were also run for the items designed to measure each standard
assessment and Chronbach alpha determined the reliability of items measuring the individual
constructs. Satisfaction proxy measure and reliability statistics are identified in Table 4.15,

100
academic quality is identified in Table 4.16, service quality proxy measure is shown in Table
4.17, and engagement is displayed in Table 4.18.
Table 4.15
Satisfaction Proxy Measure Reliability and Item Descriptive Statistics
α

S.D.

Skewness

Kurtosis

5.069

1.000

-1.723

4.147

4.890

1.064

-1.417

2.661

5.155

.801

-1.343

3.886

I am extremely satisfied with the
support I receive from this college.

4.848

1.162

-1.230

1.453

I would highly recommend this
college to my family and friends.

5.165

1.019

-1.689

3.476

Satisfaction Measure Reliability
Overall, I am satisfied with my
experience at this college.
My expectations of my college
experience are being met.
I am satisfied with my academic
learning from my college experience.

Mean

.934

The measures of skewness and kurtosis were reviewed to determine if the total
distribution of items deviated significantly from a normal distribution curve, with measures of
skewness ≥ +/- 2.0 and kurtosis ≥ +/- 3.0. Chronbach alpha values of reliability were also
reviewed to determine if the items measured adequate internal consistency of ≥ .70. All standard
assessment proxy measures showed no skewness across all items; however, three of the five
satisfaction items measured high kurtosis of 4.147 (Overall I am satisfied with my experience at
this college), 3.886 (I am satisfied with my academic learning from my college experience), and
3.476 (I would highly recommend this college to my family and friends). Chronbach alpha
measured high reliability among all the items with an alpha value of .934. Given there were only
five items in the measure and the internal consistency of the items had strong reliability values,
no items were removed from the satisfaction assessment measure.
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Table 4.16
Academic Quality Proxy Measure Reliability and Item Descriptive Statistics
α
Academic Quality Measure Reliability

Mean

S.D.

Skewness

Kurtosis

.900

My courses are of interest to me.

5.130

.830

-1.012

1.744

I feel intellectually challenged by my
academic studies in a positive manner.

5.037

.906

-1.310

2.896

BoredRecoded: I am bored with the
content of the courses.

4.586

1.212

-.681

-.341

Overall, my academic experience at
this college is of high quality.

4.903

.942

-1.192

2.089

I am able to apply my college learning
to real life situations.

4.898

.936

-.878

.817

At this college, I have been able to
learn very useful information about
my field of interest.

5.072

.945

-1.272

2.419

I feel my professors at this college
really know what they are talking
about.

5.090

.839

-.914

1.414

I feel intellectually stimulated by my
academic studies at this college.

5.052

.857

-1.274

3.338

The quality of instruction in most
classes at this college is very good.

5.060

.791

-.958

2.125

My professors really care about my
academic success.

5.060

.878

-1.051

1.324

My academic advisor is extremely
helpful to me.

4.608

1.471

-1.121

.404

One item—“I feel intellectually stimulated by my academic studies at this
college”— measured slightly above the kurtosis standard at 3.338 for the academic quality
standard assessment measure. Chronbach alpha value of .900 measured high reliability and so
the item was not removed. Service quality had no kurtosis concerns and reliability statistics
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measured a high .902. Engagement also had no high kurtosis and reliability measured above the
standard with an alpha value of .743.
Table 4.17
Service Quality Proxy Measure Reliability and Item Descriptive Statistics
α
Service Quality Measure Reliability

Mean

S.D.

Skewness

Kurtosis

.902

Overall, the quality of the support
services at this college is very high.

4.688

1.140

-1.106

1.197

I find the career services at this
college very useful to me.

4.367

1.214

-.799

.387

Registering for classes at this college
has been an easy process for me.

4.880

1.229

-1.386

1.710

The college support services meet my
needs.
This college delivers on the promises
made to me during the admissions
process.

4.631

1.172

-.964

.776

4.706

1.115

-1.281

1.868

S.D.

Skewness

Kurtosis

4.768

0.945

-.629

.163

4.192

1.359

-.436

-.600

3.915

1.412

-.321

-.786

4.923

1.105

-1.220

1.295

Table 4.18
Engagement Proxy Measure Reliability and Item Descriptive Statistics
α
Engagement Measure Reliability
My overall college experience at this
college is influenced by how well my
professors understand my needs as a
student.
The friends I make at this college are a
very important part of my positive
college experience.
A good college experience for me
includes being involved in activities
outside of the classroom.
My own level of involvement in my
studies at this college influences my
overall college experience.

Mean

.743
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Descriptive statistics were then run to determine item averages for the standard
assessments as proxy measures (Table 4.19). Survey responses were coded to indicate level of
agreement with the items on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (totally disagree), 2 (disagree), 3
(somewhat disagree), 4 (slightly agree), 5 (agree), and 6 (totally agree).
Table 4.19
Descriptive Statistics for Proxy Average Measures for Satisfaction, Quality
Academics, Quality Non-Academic Services, and Engagement (n=401)
Mean

Std. Deviation

Skewness

Kurtosis

Satisfaction (S)

5.025

.903

-1.400

2.968

Quality Academic (QA)

4.954

.695

-.772

.677

Quality Non-Academic
Services (QS)

4.654

.996

-1.026

1.264

Engagement (E)

4.450

.917

-.335

-.252

The measures of skewness and kurtosis were reviewed to determine if the total
distribution of items deviated significantly from a normal distribution curve, with measures of
skewness ≥ +/- 2.0 and kurtosis ≥ +/- 3.0 within the total averages. All averages were within the
statistical standards established, and given the high reliability values indicated these proxy
average measures were determined adequate for this exploratory study.
Bivariate correlations between each of the proxy measures for satisfaction, quality
academics, quality non-academic services, and engagement were also reviewed to ensure that
they were not higher than .90 to avoid the possibility of multicollinearity within the same
regression model.
While bivariate correlations are useful to identify associations or relationships between
variables, multiple regression measures the relationship further by identifying which
combination of independent variables influence the dependent outcome variable.
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Multiple regression analyses. Following correlational analysis, multiple regression
analysis was used to identify the extent to which the four independent variables (satisfaction,
quality academics, quality non-academic services, and engagement) related to one another and
influenced the perceived value dependent variable.
Regression analyses using the average measures for the standard assessment proxies
demonstrated how much variance in each of the dependent variables (each perceived value
component) was explained by the set of independent variables. Following multiple regression
models using the averages, overall rating items that represented the same four independent
variables of satisfaction, quality academics, quality non-academics, and engagement were run
with each of the six perceived value factor components.
Regression analysis of independent proxy measure averages. Regression models were
constructed using the six factor components of the Perceived Value scale as the dependent
variables: Personal Development, ROI/Relative Worth, Jobs/Career Development, Family Pride,
Flexible Learning Opportunities, and Comparing College Offerings. Means of the items in each
proxy measure—satisfaction, academic quality, service quality, and engagement—were entered
into the regression model using the stepwise entry method. For the stepwise method, the criteria
of .05 were set as the significance for inclusion of a variable and .10 as the point when the
variables were removed from the equation. The resulting models were checked for
multicollinearity by reviewing the variance inflation factor (VIF); values substantially greater
than 1.0, might indicate potential regression bias (Bowerman & O’Connell, 1990); tolerance
levels below 0.2 suggest that the independent variables might be closely related in predicting the
dependent variable (Menard, 1995).
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Multiple linear regression analyses with a stepwise model were used to test how much, if
at all, each of the standard assessment proxy average measures significantly predicted the
perceived value factor component. Using Component 1: Personal Growth Connection of the
Perceived Value scale as the dependent variable resulted in a model with three explanatory
variables. Table 4.20 summarizes the model output.
Table 4.20
Multiple Regression Analysis of Standard Assessment Proxy Averages to Perceived Value
Component 1: Personal Growth Connection
R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

∆F

p

Satisfaction

0.513

0.512

0.513

420.839

<.001

2

Satisfaction, Engagement

0.619

0.617

0.106

110.385

<.001

3

Satisfaction, Engagement, Quality
Service

0.646

0.643

0.027

30.434

<.001

Model

Variable (Averages)

1

The multiple regression analysis with Component 1: Personal Growth Connection as the
dependent variable indicated that satisfaction accounted for 51.3% of the variance, engagement
accounted for an additional 10.6% of the variance, and service quality accounted for an
additional 2.7% variance in Personal Growth Connection. Total R2 was 64.6% with Adj R2 = .643
and F(1,397) = 30.434, p<.001.
Standardized beta (β) weights indicate the relative strength of the variables in explaining
variance in the Personal Growth Connection component. Table 4.21 summarizes the variables
that made a contribution to explaining Personal Growth Connection and their standardized beta
weights, along with tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF) to check for multicollinearity of
any variables that might be closely related.
In Model 3 of Table 4.21, satisfaction contributed the most (β = .396) standard beta
weight or relative strength in explaining variance in Personal Growth Connection , followed by
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engagement (β =.312) and quality service (β =.253). These findings demonstrate that satisfaction,
engagement, and concern for the quality of service provided are drivers of the personal growth
connection of perceived value. VIF for satisfaction (2.236), engagement (1.316), and quality
service (2.351), are slightly above the standard 1.000 (Bowerman & O’Connell, 1990), but the
tolerance is above an acceptable .200 (Menard, 1995) with satisfaction at .447, engagement at
.760, and quality service at .425. These findings suggest that the independent variable
correlations are within reasonably acceptable levels used to determine multicollinearity, but they
are also close enough to the minimum standards to be inconclusive.
Table 4.21
Regression Analysis Summary for Standard Assessment Proxy Variables That Contribute to
Perceived Value Component 1: Personal Growth Connection
Model Variable
(Averages)
1
Satisfaction
2
Satisfaction,
Engagement
3
Satisfaction,
Engagement,
Quality Service

B

SE B

β

T

p

0.793
0.622
0.393
0.438
0.340
0.254

0.039
0.038
0.037
0.049
0.037
0.046

0.716
0.561
0.360
0.396
0.312
0.253

20.514
16.369
10.506
8.867
9.097
5.517

<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001

Tol

VIF

1.000
0.814
0.814
0.447
0.760
0.425

1.000
1.228
1.228
2.236
1.316
2.351

As seen in Table 4.22, Component 2: ROI/Relative worth as dependent variable indicated
satisfaction accounted for 5.6% of the variance and engagement, for an additional 3.0% of variance
in ROI/Relative Worth. Total R2 was 8.8% with Adj R2 = .084 and F(1,398) = 13.273, p<.001.
Table 4.22
Multiple Regression Analysis of Standard Assessment Proxy Averages to Perceived Value
Component 2: ROI/Relative Worth
Model

Variable (Averages)

R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

∆F

p

1

Engagement

0.241

0.058

0.056

24.511

<.001

2

Satisfaction, Engagement

0.088

0.084

0.030

13.273

<.001
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In Model 2 of Table 4.23, engagement contributed the most with a .324 standardized beta
weight or relative strength in explaining variance in ROI/Relative Worth, followed by
satisfaction with (β = -.193).
Table 4.23
Regression Analysis Summary for Standard Assessment Proxy Variables That Contribute to
Perceived Value Component 2: ROI/Relative Worth
Model Variable
(Averages)
1
Engagement

B

SE B

Β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.262

0.053

0.241

4.951

<.001

1.000

1.000

2

Engagement,

0.353

0.058

0.324

6.106

<.001

0.814

1.228

Satisfaction

-0.214

0.059

-0.193

-3.643

<.001

0.814

1.228

Table 4.24 displays results of Component 3: Job/Career Development as the dependent
variable indicated that quality academic explained 8.3% of the variance as an independent
variable. Total R2 was 2.9% with Adj R2 = .086 and F(1,399) = 37.382, p<.001.
Table 4.24
Multiple Regression Analysis of Standard Assessment Proxy Averages to Perceived Value
Component 3: Job/Career Development
Model

Variable (Averages)

1

Quality Academic

R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

∆F

p

0.293

0.086

0.083

37.382

<.001

Table 4.25 shows one model in the regression analysis with quality academic as the sole
contributor with a .293 standardized beta weight or relative strength in explaining variance in
Job/Career Development. Regression analysis with Component 4, Family Pride as the dependent
variable resulted in a model with only one variable.
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Table 4.25
Regression Analysis Summary for Standard Assessment Proxy Variables That Contribute to
Perceived Value Component 3: Job/Career Development
Model Variable
(Averages)
1
Quality
Academic

B

SE B

β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.421

0.069

0.293

6.114

<.001

1.000

1.000

Table 4.26 displays the findings of quality academics as the only independent variable
that explained 4.2% of the variance. Total R2 was 40.2% with Adj R2 = .039 and F(1,399) =
17.339, p<.001.
Table 4.26
Multiple Regression Analysis of Standard Assessment Proxy Averages to Perceived Value
Component 4: Family Pride
Model
1

R2
0.402

Variable (Averages)
Quality Academics

Adj R2
0.039

∆ R2
0.042

∆F
17.339

P
<.001

Table 4.27 displays only one model in the regression analysis with quality academic as
the sole contributor with a .204 standardized beta weight or relative strength in explaining
variance in Family Pride.
Table 4.27
Regression Analysis Summary for Standard Assessment Proxy Variables That Contribute to
Perceived Value Component 4: Family Pride
Model Variable
(Averages)
1
Quality
Academics

B

SE B

Β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.226

0.054

0.204

4.164

<.001

1.000

1.000

In Table 4.28, the results of Component 5: Flexible Learning Opportunities as the
dependent variable indicated that engagement explained 1.2% of the variance as an independent
variable. Total R2 was .12% with Adj R2 = .009 and F(1,399) = 4.797, p<.029.
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Table 4.28
Multiple Regression Analysis of Standard Assessment Proxy Averages to Perceived Value
Component 5: Flexible Learning Opportunities
Model
Variable (Averages)
R2
Adj R2 ∆ R2
∆F
p
1
Engagement
0.012 0.009 0.012 4.797
0.029
Table 4.29 displays only one model in the regression analysis with engagement as the
sole contributor with a .109 standardized beta weight or relative strength in explaining variance
in Flexible Learning Opportunities.
Table 4.29
Regression Analysis Summary for Standard Assessment Proxy Variables That Contribute to
Perceived Value Component 5: Flexible Learning Opportunities
Model Variable
(Averages)
1
Engagement

B

SE B

Β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.119

0.054

0.109

2.19

0.029

1.000

1.000

The results are shown on Table 4.30 of the regression analysis on Component 6:
Comparing College Offerings as the dependent variable indicated a single model with
satisfaction, which explained 4.1% of the variance. Total R2 was 4.1% with Adj R2 = .039 and
F(1,399) = 17.041, p<.001.
Table 4.30
Multiple Regression Analysis of Standard Assessment Proxy Averages to Perceived Value
Component 6: Comparing College Offerings
Model

Variable (Averages)

1

Satisfaction

R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

∆F

p

0.041

0.039

0.041

17.041

<.001

Table 4.31 displays only one model in the regression analysis with satisfaction as the sole
contributor with a .202 standardized beta weight in explaining variance in Comparing College
Offerings.
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Table 4.31
Regression Analysis Summary for Standard Assessment Proxy Variables That Contribute to
Perceived Value Component 6: Comparing College Offerings
Model Variable
(Averages)
1

Satisfaction

B

SE B

Β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.224

0.054

0.202

4.128

<.001

1.000

1.000

Regression analysis of overall rating questions. Regression analyses were also
conducted using the four overall rating questions specific to satisfaction (Q3), engagement (Q5),
and academic (Q6) and service qualities (Q7) to check how much variance was explained by this
set of variables. The first overall rating question (Q3) associated with the independent variable of
satisfaction was: “Thinking about your overall college experience, how satisfied are you with
this community college you are attending?” The next overall rating question (Q5) was
associated with engagement and read, “Thinking about your overall college experience, how
involved are you at this college?” The third overall rating question (Q6)—“Thinking about your
current community college experience, how would you rate the academic quality at this
college,?”—was associated with quality academics. The last overall rating question (Q7) that
related with quality service was: “Thinking about your current community college experience,
how would you rate the quality of the services provided at this college?”
Regression models were constructed using the six factor components of the Perceived
Value scale as the dependent variables: Personal Development, ROI/Relative Worth, Jobs/Career
Development, Family Pride, Flexible Learning Opportunities, and Comparing College Offerings.
Similar to the regressions with the standard assessment proxy average scores as independent
variables, the rating score variables were entered into the regression equation using the stepwise
model. Stepwise methods with the criteria of .05 were set as the significance for inclusion of a
variable and .10 as the point when the variables were removed from the equation. The resulting
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models were checked for possible multicollinearity by reviewing VIF substantially greater than
1.0 (Bowman & O’Connell, 1990) and tolerance levels well above 0.2 (Menard, 1995).
Multiple linear regression analyses with a stepwise model were used to test how much, if
at all, each of these rating scale proxy measures predicted the perceived value factor components.
Using Component 1: Personal Growth Connection of the Perceived Value scale as the dependent
variable resulted in a model with four explanatory variables. Table 4.32 summarizes the model
output.
Table 4.32
Multiple Regression Analysis of Overall Rating Questions to Perceived Value
Component 1: Personal Growth Connection
Model
1

Variable (Overall Rating)
Satisfaction

R2
0.331

Adj R2
0.329

∆ R2
0.331

∆F
196.988

p
<.001

2

Satisfaction, Engagement

0.418

0.415

0.087

59.681

<.001

3

Satisfaction, Engagement,
Service Quality

0.443

0.439

0.025

17.867

<.001

4

Satisfaction, Engagement,
Service Quality, Academic Quality

0.456

0.450

0.013

9.526

0.002

The multiple regression analysis with Component 1: Personal Growth Connection as the
dependent variable indicated that satisfaction accounted for 33.1% of the variance, engagement
accounted for an additional 8.7% of the variance, service quality accounted for an another 2.5%,
and academic quality accounted for an additional 1.3% variance in Personal Growth Connection.
Total R2 was 45.6% with Adj R2 = .450 and F(1,396) = 9.526, p = .002.
The model had the same independent variable order as the regression analysis for the
standard assessment proxy averages with the exception of the added academic quality overall
rating item. In this model, academic quality was a significant contributor to a small amount
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(β=.013) to Personal Growth Connection; whereas, it was not significant in the standard
assessment proxy average regression analysis.
In Model 4 of Table 4.33, satisfaction contributed the most, with a .271 standard beta
weight or relative strength in explaining variance, to Personal Growth Connection, followed by
engagement (β=.269), service quality (β=.183), and academic quality (β=.161). These findings
demonstrate that satisfaction, engagement, and concern for the quality of service and academics
provided are drivers of the personal growth connection of perceived value. However, the VIF or
variance inflation factor for statistical collinearity diagnostics identified satisfaction (2.445) and
service quality (2.237) with a possible linear relationship as predictors of Personal Growth
Connection. Tolerance, the reciprocal of VIF (1/VIF) and a measure of the degree to which a
variable is independent, was .409 for satisfaction and .447 for service quality, Although lower
than other tolerance statistics displayed, both values did not indicate absolute concern for
multicollinearity. According to Field (2013), tolerance that is below 0.1 indicates a serious
problem, and statistics below 0.2 indicates a potential problem (Menard, 1995).
Table 4.33
Regression Analysis Summary for Overall Rating Variables That Contribute to Perceived Value
Component 1: Personal Growth Connection
Model Variable
(Overall Rating)
1
Satisfaction
2
Satisfaction
Engagement
3
Satisfaction
Engagement
Service Quality
4
Satisfaction
Engagement
Service Quality
Academic Quality

B

SE B

β

T

P

Tol

VIF

0.312
0.271
0.108
0.184
0.103
0.113
0.147
0.096
0.090
0.090

0.022
0.021
0.014
0.029
0.014
0.027
0.031
0.014
0.027
0.029

0.575
0.500
0.305
0.340
0.290
0.228
0.271
0.269
0.183
0.161

14.035
12.662
7.725
6.278
7.464
4.227
4.679
6.904
3.297
3.086

<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001
<.001

1.000
0.939
0.939
0.479
0.931
0.481
0.409
0.904
0.447
0.506

1.000
1.065
1.065
2.086
1.074
2.078
2.445
1.106
2.237
1.978
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As shown in Table 4.34, the results of Component 2: ROI/Relative worth as the
dependent variable indicated that service quality accounted for 1.5% of the variance and
engagement accounted for an additional 12.5% of the variance in ROI/Relative Worth. Total R2
was 3.0% with Adj R2 = .025 and F(1,398) = 6.186, p = .013.
Table 4.34
Multiple Regression Analysis of Overall Rating Questions to Perceived Value Component 2:
ROI/Relative Worth
R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

∆F

Service Quality

0.015

0.013

0.015

6.139 0.014

Service Quality, Engagement

0.030

0.025

0.125

6.186 0.013

Model

Variable (Overall Rating)

1
2

p

In Model 2 of Table 4.35, service quality contributed the most (β=.-.153) standard beta
weight or relative strength in explaining variance in ROI/Relative Worth, followed by
engagement (β=.126).
Table 4.35
Regression Analysis Summary for Overall Rating Variables That Contribute to Perceived Value
Component 2: ROI/Relative Worth
Model
1
2

Variable
(Overall Rating)
Service Quality
Service Quality
Engagement

B

SE B

β

T

p

Tol

VIF

-0.061
-0.076
0.045

0.025
0.025
0.018

-0.123
-0.153
0.126

-2.478
-3.016
2.487

0.014
0.003
0.013

1.000
0.943
0.943

1.000
1.061
1.061

Table 4.36 displays results of Component 3: Job/Career Development as the dependent
variable indicated that academic quality explained 7.2% of the variance as an independent
variable. Total R2 was 7.2% with Adj R2 = .070 and F(1,399) = 30.93, p<.001.
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Table 4.36
Multiple Regression Analysis of Overall Rating Questions to Perceived Value
Component 3: Job/Career Development
Model

Variable (Overall Rating)

1

Academic Quality

R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

∆F

0.072

0.070

0.072

30.93 <.001

p

Table 4.37 shows one model in the regression analysis with academic quality as the sole
contributor with a .268 standard beta weight or relative strength in explaining variance in
Job/Career Development.
Table 4.37
Regression Analysis Summary for Overall Rating Variables That Contribute to Perceived Value
Component 3: Job/Career Development
Model Variable
(Overall Rating)
1

Academic Quality

B

SE B

β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.151

0.027

0.268

5.561

<.001

1.000

1.000

Regression analysis with Component 4: Family Pride as the dependent variable resulted
in a model with only one variable. Table 4.38 displays the findings of academic quality as the
only independent variable that explained 2.5% of the variance. Total R2 was 2.5% with Adj R2 =
.022 and F(1,399) = 10.059, p = .002.
Table 4.38
Multiple Regression Analysis of Overall Rating Questions to Perceived Value
Component 4: Family Pride
Model

Variable (Overall Rating)

1

Academic Quality

R2

Adj R2

∆ R2

0.025

0.022

0.025

∆F

p

10.059 0.002

Table 4.39 displays only one model in the regression analysis with academic quality as
the sole contributor of (.157) standard beta weight or relative strength in explaining variance in
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Family Pride. None of the overall rating questions predicted Component 5: Flexible Learning
Opportunities.
Table 4.39
Regression Analysis Summary for Overall Rating Variables That Contribute to Perceived Value
Component 4: Family Pride
Model

Variable
(Overall Rating)

1

Academic Quality

B

SE B

β

T

p

Tol

VIF

0.088

0.028

0.157

3.172

0.002

1.000

1.000

The results are shown on Table 4.40 of the regression analysis on Component 6:
Comparing College Offerings as the dependent variable indicated a single model with
satisfaction, which explained 5.1% of the variance. Total R2 was 5.1% with Adj R2 = .049 and
F(1,399) = 21.282, p<.001.
Table 4.40
Multiple Regression Analysis of Overall Rating Questions to Perceived Value Component 6:
Comparing College Offerings
Model

Variable (Overall Rating)

1

Satisfaction

R2

Adj
R2

∆ R2

0.051

0.049

0.051

∆F

p

21.484 <.001

Table 4.41 displays only one model in the regression analysis with satisfaction as the sole
contributor of (.226) standard beta weight in explaining variance in Comparing College
Offerings.
Table 4.41
Regression Analysis Summary for Overall Rating Variables That Contribute to Perceived Value
Component 6: Comparing College Offerings
Model Variable
(Overall Rating)
1

Satisfaction

B

SE B

β

t

p

Tol

VIF

0.123

0.026

0.226

4.635

<.001

1.000

1.000
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In the next stage of the analysis process, 230 narrative comments provided in Q17 of the
survey—“What, if anything, would improve your community college experience?”—were coded
using a thematic analysis, which consisted of a two-tier categorizing system. Using the text
analysis category-sorting feature for open-ended questions in SurveyMonkey, the first
categorizing step consisted of color-coding and classifying all comments into four main response
themes. The following themes were color-coded for easy identification: negative —red;
productive—orange; positive— green; and neutral—blue. The negative theme reflected those
comments that identified a bad experience, with improvement needed. The productive theme
captured those comments that did not necessarily identify with a bad experience, but offered
suggestions for improvement. The positive theme echoed good comments about the college
experience, and the neutral theme reflected those that were not positive, productive, nor negative.
In the next categorizing step, the frequency and percentage distribution of the participant
responses based on the themes were calculated for identifiable reference before moving into the
second tier of coding (Table 4.42).
Table 4.42
Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Participants’ Narrative Responses in
Q17 (n=230)
Responses
Positive
Negative
Productive
Neutral
Mixed

Frequency
17
106
82
21
4

%
7.4
46.1
35.7
9.1
1.7

Of the 230 narrative responses, only 7.4% were positive comments. Negative comments
made up nearly half (46.1%) of the total open-ended responses to the question,—“What if
anything, would improve the community college experience?”—with productive responses
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making up just over another third (35.7%). Neutral comments that did not reflect a positive or
negative response, or a productive suggestion that would improve the college experience made
up 9.1% of the responses. Participants who provided both a negative and positive response in the
same comment was categorized as mixed and accounted for 1.7% of the responses provided.
Within the main response themes, the content of the subjects were reviewed and labeled
to form a second tier of categories. This thematic coding identified 10 categories within the
survey’s open-ended response themes: staff, professors, advisors, classes, cost, financial aid,
books, support, engagement, and communication. At this stage, the neutral theme was eliminated
from the analysis, as the responses did not provide any useful information associated with the 10
identified categories. For example, some neutral comments simply stated, “nothing,” as the
response. Another one answered with “N/A”. Table 4.43 displays the identified categories and
the number of positive, negative, and productive responses within them:
Table 4.43
Total Number/Percentage of Categories and Relative Response Themes Within
(n=230)
Category

Total Across
Categories (n=242)

Positive

Negative

Productive

Classes
51 (22.7%)
0
25 (49.0%)
26 (51.0%)
Advisors
40 (17.4%)
0
32 (80.0%)
8 (20.0%)
Support
33 (14.4%)
0
22 (66.7%)
11 (33.3%)
Professors
31 (13.5%)
2 (6.5%)
26 (83.9%)
3 (9.6%)
Engagement
28 (12.2%)
1 (3.6%)
5 (17.8%)
22 (78.6%)
Communication
21 (9.2%)
0
16 (76.2%)
5 (23.8%)
Financial Aid
13 (5.7%)
1 (7.7%)
8 (61.5%)
4 (30.8%)
Books
9 (3.9%)
0
8 (88.9%)
1 (11.1%)
Cost
9 (3.9%)
0
5 (55.6%)
4 (44.4%)
Staff
7 (3.0%)
0
7 (100.0%)
0
Note: n=242 across categories was due to some respondents mentioning more than one category.
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Of the 10 contextual categories identified, the main content areas were related to classes,
advisors, support, professors, engagement, communication, and financial aid. Referenced the
most was the category named classes, which accounted for 22.7% of the comments with nearly
half (49.0%) of them negative responses and the other half (51.0%) considered productive. The
next highest category was advisors with 17.4% of the total comments, with 80.0% of them
negative and the rest (20.0%) coded as productive comments. The support category totaled
14.4% of the comments, over two thirds (66.7%) of them were negative with a remaining third
(33.3%) productive. The professor category with 13.5% of the total comments was mostly
negative (83.9%), with a few (9.6%) productive and a couple (2.6%) positive comments. Next,
was the engagement category with 12.2%. Engagement had one of the least amounts of negative
comments (17.8%) and also had one (3.6%) positive comment. Most of the engagement
comments (78.6%) were coded as productive. Communication had a total of 21 (9.2%)
comments with just over three quarters (76.2%) of them negative responses and the remaining
comments (23.8%) productive. Financial aid had thirteen (5.7%) total comments with most of
them (61.5%) negative and the remaining (30.8%) productive and positive (7.7%). The final
three categories that emerged from the open-ended survey comments were about books, cost, and
staff but there were too few responses in these categories for any meaningful interpretation.
Phase 3—Post Survey Focus Group
Phase 3 included thematic analysis of the focus group discussion to clarify issues that
surfaced from the survey’s narrative comments and in reflection of the quantitative findings.
Descriptive statistics of the survey’s quantitative findings, thematic analyses of the 230 survey
comments, and survey items that had the highest levels of agreement across respondents were
presented for the group topic discussions.
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Descriptive statistics and thematic analysis. In preparation for Phase 3, items in the
survey that were most commonly totally agreed with, and the results of a thematic analysis of the
qualitative narrative survey data were presented to the focus group participants. The purpose of
the focus groups was to gain a better understanding from the students’ perspective as to why
these items resonated so highly with students and to hear their responses to the primary themes
that emerged from the narrative survey responses. The items were not necessarily part of the
Perceived Value Scale. They were the items with the highest percentage of students totally
agreeing with the statement. To begin the process, survey items that had a kurtosis ≥ +/-3.0 and
response percentages of ≥ 50% indicating totally agree were reviewed (Table 4.44).
These eight items had 50% or more of the survey participants responding that they
totally agreed with the statement. The highest percentage of positive responses (72.3%) was 8f
(earning a degree is important to me). The next highest (70.6%) was 8i (respecting me as an
individual matters to me very much), followed by item 8j (flexibility with class scheduling is
very important to me) with 66.1%, and then item 8c (for a good college experience being able to
balance my life responsibilities and schoolwork is extremely important to me) with 65% .
The remaining items with high percentages of positive responses included item 8g (being
able to transfer my credits from this college to a 4-year institution) with 63.1%, item 8h
(connecting my learning to the placement of a career opportunity matters very much to me) with
62.1%, and finally item 8k (a convenient college location is very important to me) with 57.4%.
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Table 4.44
Percentage of Responses ≥ 50% Totally Agree
Likert Scale Response Percentages
Totally
Disagree

8c

Disagree

Somewhat
Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Totally
Agree

For a good college
experience, being able to
balance my life
responsibilities and
schoolwork is extremely
important to me.

.5

1.0

.5

3.7

28.9

65.3

8f

Earning a degree is
important to me.

.2

1.0

.7

5.5

20.2

72.3

8g

Being able to transfer my
credits from this college to
a 4-year institution is
important to me.

1.0

2.0

3.7

11.2

19.0

63.1

Connecting my learning to
the placement of a career
opportunity matters very
much to me.

.2

1.0

2.0

5.7

28.9

62.1

8i

Respecting me as an
individual matters very
much to me.

.5

.5

1.5

6.5

20.4

70.6

8j

Flexibility with class
scheduling is very
important to me.

.2

1.7

6.5

25.4

66.1

8k

A convenient college
location is very important
to me.

.5

2.5

8.7

30.9

57.4

12f

My family is proud that I
am a college student.

1.5

2.2

12.0

30.7

52.9

8h

.7

Post survey focus group. Phase 3 of this study consisted of a conference call session
with post survey focus group participants; the primary reason was to gain a better understanding
of the student comments that were provided in the open-ended narrative section of the survey.
Also, the purpose was to gain a better understanding from the students’ perspective as to why
some items resonated so highly with students and to hear their responses to the primary themes
that emerged from the narrative survey responses. Participants did not review the results of the
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study’s quantitative factor analyses or the regression analyses as the focus group sessions were
closely aligned with the timeliness of the survey completion and with the close of the summer
session in order to maintain participant engagement. Both, factor analyses and regression
analyses were not completed until the summer sessions had ended.
Focus group participants reviewed the demographic profile statistics and added insight to
the survey’s narrative comments by first acknowledging some similarities and differences
between the two representative profiles. Participants noted that, similarly, both the focus group
and survey participants were currently enrolled community college students and were working at
least part-time while attending college. Within both groups, the majority of the participants were
female, White, and completed the past spring semester with at least three credits as a continuing
student. Participants also noted a difference in the age groups. The focus group participants were
self-identified as between the ages of 25 and 54. Most of the survey participants were between
18 and 34. This finding initiated discussion about age and maturity as potentially a factor that
weighs on one’s value perception of the college experience. “I’m a little older, now, and have a
different perspective of the value of things,” commented one participant. In agreement, another
older student reflected on still paying for college costs incurred over 30 years ago and so found
the community college costs to be of greater value in comparison.
With regards to the high incidence of the negative comments in the survey results, focus
group participants related the negativity to students’ frustrations with inconsistent class offerings,
student-faculty relationships, and with inaccurate information provided by advisors. Although
not all the participants experienced the same frustrations, they collectively agreed that good
communication and timely advisement were critically important for student success. One student
shared her story of having selected a major two and a half years ago that required classes that
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were later not offered because “people were no longer selecting the major.” This situation left the
student feeling helpless with “nowhere else to go,” given the minimal course offerings and poor
advisement along the way. In the end, it was an engaged faculty member who provided sound
guidance and made all the difference for this student to persist toward college completion.
Another participant commented, “I would not have that level of resiliency, if classes were listed
but not offered.” And yet another participant added, “I’ve heard a lot of complaints about
misinformation and a lack of flexibility. Getting accurate information and communication is
key.”
Participants were asked to discuss their thoughts about the descriptive statistics,
specifically findings from Table 4.44 that displayed the highest percentage, or skewed, survey
responses in which students “totally agreed” on the Likert scale. For the most part, the results
were not surprising to the group, especially item 8f (earning a degree), which was considered
relevant to the student experience given that most students have expectations of attending college
to ultimately attain a degree or complete a study focus. Item, 12f (my family is proud that I am a
college student) was initially a surprising outlying item to the focus group participants. But
through discussion, participants conceded that such a high response incidence was most likely
due to the average profile of the survey participants leaning closer to a younger population of
students or, perhaps, comments from first generation students who were attending college for the
first time. It was felt among the group that family pride or support may be most important to the
first time college student. As one focus group participant commented, “Going to school for the
first time is a great accomplishment.”
Other items from the list, 8g (being able to transfer credits), 8h (connecting learning to
career opportunities), 8j (flexibility with class scheduling), 8k (convenient location) all resonated
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with the focus group participants as well, but were discussed in context of the diversity of the
community college student population and their individual needs. Specifically, 8a (being able to
balance life and work responsibilities) and 8j (respecting me as an individual) took precedence in
the discussion. Participants shared appreciative commentary of the items, highlighting the
importance of work-life-school balance and using the term “individuality” when referring to
aspects of “being respected” or understanding individual community college student needs. One
student noted: “Understanding my individuality and flexibility needs is key.” Another participant
interjected that “individuality did mean a lot to me, too. Balancing life is huge with four children
in my life.” And, yet, another student related to the items by explaining her expectations of the
community college experience:
Totally agree with the individuality that is lost in a big university. Community college
values individuality more and I think you get a more personal experience. Another
important one that I agreed with is the ability to balance everything because you have to
work and go to school and still have some sort of life. Community college plays a big
part in that.
Following the review and discussion about the survey’s skewed item responses,
participants further engaged in dialog over some specific survey comments that were either
comprehensive in content, covering more than one category/theme as displayed in Table 4.39, or
that were primarily reflective of some of the top categories identified. The purpose of this dialog
was to share perspectives of the perceived value concept relative to other constructs and to glean
greater clarity and generalizability of the comments given in response to the “what, if anything,
would improve the community college experience at this college” survey question. For purposes
of anonymity names that identified the college or specific individuals were replaced with an “X”
in the survey comment content. Two survey comments presented concerns and areas in need of
improvement across a handful of categories, including the cost of books, the way in which
students felt they were treated, and about student experiences with faculty.
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There are some faculty members that are not very nice. To help you is like to go out of
their way and they make you feel like you are bothering them; the women in the office in
particular at X and X campuses, also financial aid and in the bookstore. It makes you
think, why am I paying to go to this school when staff members of the college make me
feel like I am being a bother when I have questions or need help and more importantly,
why are you working here when students are a bother to you? I’ve also had a few
professors who didn’t care to work with me because they were busy with teaching at
other schools also, ultimately not caring whether his students pass his course or not.
(Survey comment #55: negative—books, financial aid, professor, staff)
A thing that needs to be improved at X is the bookstore. The books are rented for a high
price. The books are used books and the college does this as a business. I must buy an
old, used sociology book at this bookstore for $63. Some professors treat the students like
kids. If the assignment is not on time, the student loses some points or it's a zero. That is
not good. We are paying to study. We need to be respected as students. We are adults.
Many students are married, have kids, work, etc. (Survey comment #148: negative—
books, cost, professor)
Participants felt that the comments were reflective of some student experiences but not of
all of them. However, all of the participants agreed that books were a costly expense and not all
the books purchased were fully needed, or even used, in the classroom. Most of the participants
agreed that some professors were better instructors than others, but they personally did not have
the same negative experience with faculty as those who wrote the comments and they also felt
that it was a dual responsibility of the faculty and student to take responsibility of the leaning in
the classroom. One participant responded to the negative comments as “people’s unwillingness
to recognize their own lack of contribution to their expectations.” Another participant interjected,
“I am guilty of one of the negative statements in the survey,” and agreed that personal
“perseverance” played a role in her experience, but the student-faculty relationship was equally
important in the college experience as professors hold a “tremendous amount of power” and “can
make it or break it for a student” whose expectations are to complete college. Supporting this
commentary, another participant added that she, personally, did not have a bad experience, but
“observed some professors with an off putting demeanor,” typically to younger students. Another
participant witnessed “sarcasm” from a professor directed to other students that made her feel
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uncomfortable during class. Collectively, participants agreed that all students, regardless of their
“individuality,” should be treated with respect and dignity.
Following this discussion, three other survey comments reviewed primarily focused on
classes but also related to the need for greater student support and flexibility to meet student
needs.
I would like to see more online courses. Also, many evening courses that I need to take
are scheduled at 5pm. For those students, like me, it’s difficult to find evening classes
when leaving work at 5pm. (Survey comment #18: productive—classes)
Need more flexibility for working adults. Trying to get a degree as a working adult is
very difficult here. Not all the classes needed for my degree are offered in the evening or
online. (Survey comment #81: negative—classes, support)
Courses needed for my degree are not always available in the proper time or order. As an
older returning student, I found that the mandatory college success seminar to be a
complete waste of time and money . . . it was basically geared towards children who are
not prepared for the workload or responsibilities of attending college. (Survey comment
#97: negative—classes, support)
Many of the participants connected with the frustrations revealed within the comments
regarding the need for greater course availability and flexibility with various learning modalities
to fit the diverse needs of the community college student. “I do both evening and day classes,
depending upon what’s available,” stated one participant who shared the difficulty in completing
a program as it neared the end of the learning requirements because of the limited class
availability in the major specific courses. Another student agreed: “There comes a point when
the choices are slimming down,” referring to some majors that do not offer enough content
specific courses to students closer to degree completion as compared to the more abundant
general liberal arts offerings.
This dialog folded into broader discussion around the benefits of having a mentor, or
someone who had vested interest in the student’s success, throughout the college experience.
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Participants talked about their positive relationships with faculty members and advisors who
helped them navigate the technical and structural aspects of attending college but also served as
personal advocates and were emotionally supportive. Two additional survey comments that
focused on advisors were reviewed next with substantiated comments from participants.
An individual advisor who gets to know me as a person, as opposed to me on paper.
Someone who can give me genuine academic advice based on my strengths and
weaknesses instead of just enrolling me in a program and forgetting about me as soon
as I’m out of their office. (Survey comment #157: negative—advisors):
I believe having assigned academic advisors that you can turn to would greatly benefit
all students and their experience. There are great services available but there is
self-advocating that has to be done as well, whereas, having someone lead a students
direction may help with retention from start to finish. Having someone check in and
reach out to see what you have registered for may be beneficial. (Survey comment #224:
productive—advisors)
“My advisor has made all the difference,” commented one daytime student participant in
reference to enjoying a good college experience because of the positive relationship with an
advisor. She further remarked that her younger sibling who attended only evening classes had a
very different experience and had to advocate for herself with “no set advisor” established for
evening students. “I agree with the self-advocating comment,” stated another participant and
suggested that the high ratio of students to advisors is less than effective when trying to support
vastly different student needs. Further validating the comments provided, participants also
remarked that clustering advisors within majors would be helpful so students could benefit from
consistent and accurate information from knowledgeable advisors, rather than being guided by
under prepared advisement or no advisement at all.
At the conclusion of the focus group discussion, participants were asked to reflect
on all the data presented as well as the dialog among colleagues to help summarize any themes
or key factors that they felt mattered most in students’ perceived value of their college
experience. Table 4.45 summarizes the Phase 3 focus group findings in terms of their review of the
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collective survey results and of the factors and themes of the perceived value construct that could
impact a student’s ability to persist through college completion, if not understood and addressed
appropriately.
Table 4.45
Summary of Phase 3 Focus Group Findings Relative to Perceived Value and Implications of
Student Persistence.
Value Finding

Summary of Focus Group Findings

Respect Matters

Students need to generally feel respected and valued by those they interactive with at
the college, namely faculty and advisors. They need to feel that their individual
circumstances are understood and valued through acts of kindness and compassion.
Respect is evaluated in terms of the way in which they are spoken to, listened to,
engaged with interest, and supported with good communication, availability, and
individualized support.
Meaningful faculty and advisor relationships matter the most because of the key
roles they have with students in being able to guide student success in college. These
relationships can make or break a student’s motivation to persist in college, influence
students’ decision about what classes to attend, whether or not to stay in a class or at
the college, and overall perception of the college experience. Clustering advisors
within a major and reducing the advisor-student ratio may improve relationships.
Students need comprehensive and available support that meets their individual needs.
Advisors are key to providing accurate information in a timely fashion. Poor
advisement leaves a student in a compromising situation before they can do anything
about it. All students, not just day students, need access to advisors and faculty who
are knowledgeable in the technical and structural aspects of the college process, as
well as major-related content needs. Individualized support structures for, both,
traditional and non-traditional working students can save time and money for
students, promoting a sense of “feeling valued.”
It is essential that learning options and support services are flexible and convenient to
accommodate the students’ multi-faceted lives. Program structures and faculty need
to accommodate for the non-traditional working student to ensure success in meeting
academic requirements, as well as work responsibilities. Traditional learning
modalities are not comprehensive enough to meet student demands. Alternate
options that include online and evening classes need to support the current
curriculum offerings. Ample course offerings for students nearing the end of their
degree obligations are necessary for degree completion.
Community college students often need to balance more than one responsibility at a
time. Balancing work, life, and school requires tight scheduling demands and
effective time management. Unexpected and unplanned disruptions to the class
schedule and curriculum requirements pose added stress on students’ emotions,
finances, and their time. Such disruptions are perceived as uncaring and disrespectful
of students’ needs, can impact student ability to persist through college completion,
and influence the perceived value of the college experience.

Faculty/Advisor
Relationships
Matter

Useful & Timely
Information and
Support Matters

Convenience &
Flexible Options
Matter

Work, Life, School
Balance Matters
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Summary
The findings from this study demonstrated the iterative nature of mixed methods
research. The study was designed to keep the perspectives of the community college student as
the primary focus when assessing perceived value of the college experience. These findings were
solely based on experiences of the student participants and informed the outcomes of the study.
In addressing the overarching question in this research—“What is community college
students’ definition of perceived value and how, if at all, is a measure of students’ perception of
value different from related measures, such as satisfaction, engagement, or quality?”— three
guiding questions and the development of a Perceived Value Scale involved a sequential and
vigorous process using a mixed methods approach. Beginning with a focus group session in
Phase 1 of the study, narrative data helped define the concept of perceived value and guided the
development of item statements to be used for the development of a scale measuring perceived
value and measures of the standard assessment measures of satisfaction, academic quality,
service quality, and engagement. In Phase 2 of the study, the perceived value scale went through
a process of factor analysis and testing for reliability. Results demonstrated that six components
impact students’ perceived value of their community college experience: Personal Growth
Connection; ROI Relative Worth; Job/Career Development; Family Pride; Flexible Learning
Opportunities; and Comparing College Offerings.
Regression analysis helped draw conclusions regarding the perceived value construct and
its relationship with measures of satisfaction, academic quality, service quality, and engagement.
Results demonstrate that perceived value has merit as a separate construct to be further explored.
In Phase 3, narrative data from a virtual focus group session with student volunteers who
participated in the survey, helped triangulate the data from the two previous phases and gain a
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better understanding as to why some items resonated so highly with students. It also helped to
clarify issues that surfaced in the narrative comments of the survey, bringing greater meaning to
what might influence a student to persist in college or not.
The quantitative results demonstrated evidence to support the notion that perceived value
may be something different from the other related measures. Regardless of how satisfaction,
academic and service quality and engagement were measured, they barely influenced
components of perceived value except for aspects of the Personal Growth Connection
Component. Qualitative results substantiated the findings and provided evidence of the study’s
implications for future research with student persistence. In the next chapter, a conceptual
framework is discussed in detail and the results of this mixed methods study are summarized,
contextualized, and discussed in relationship to the implications for leadership scholarship and
practice.
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Chapter V: Discussion of Findings
Using a mixed methods approach, I explored a very unfamiliar concept to ones used in
higher education, but one more commonly understood in traditional business arenas. I studied the
concept of perceived value. Specifically, I researched students’ perceived value of their
community college experience. I worked with students in focus groups to define the concept and
to develop a scale to measure it. The perceived value scale was part of a more comprehensive
student survey that also incorporated proxy scales for satisfaction, academic quality, service
quality, and engagement. Data collected from the student survey were analyzed to identify key
indicators of the perceived value construct and to draw conclusions about the relationship of
perceived value with the proxy measures for satisfaction, academic quality, service quality, and
engagement--standard measures typically used in college assessments. Finally, I conducted post
survey focus groups to provide participants with the opportunity to provide their view of what
resonated most from the study and how perceived value might influence a student’s intention to
persist in college.
My curiosity about this topic comes from a business and marketing acumen in consumer
behavior with years of experience developing strategies for customer service excellence. From a
purely pragmatic stance, I understand students as the primary recipient of programs, knowledge,
and services received and offered from their college. Thus, in this context, I view the student as
the customer. Although it is not always popular among my academic colleagues to label students
as customers, the business of educating students blurs the lines. Regardless of what we call them,
I think it is important we understand students and meet their value perceptions of a good college
experience if we want it to be meaningful to them.
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I chose to primarily target three Massachusetts community colleges because of my
association with the Massachusetts system and the associated practicalities of student access and
recruitment. I was not, however, completely restricted to only these colleges, as inclusion of
other community college students had no negative bearing on the overall purpose of this study.
I postulated that perceived value plays a role in assessing student experience
independently, and jointly with the other standard assessment variables of satisfaction, academic
quality, service quality, and engagement.
This study was designed to fill a gap in the existing research and to explore the prospects
of perceived value being a different kind of assessment measure for consideration in higher
education, in this case community colleges. In addition to the implications for scholarship, the
findings also informed professional practice and higher education leadership. My exploration of
a new assessment concept can help inform community college leadership, suggesting alternate
assessment strategies for instituting positive change within community colleges. The purpose of
this research was addressed by three research questions:
RQ1: How do students describe and define perceived value of the community college?
RQ2: What components emerge from exploratory factor analysis of items designed to
measure perceived value?
RQ3: How is a student’s perception of the value of the community college experience
different from related assessment measures such as satisfaction, engagement, or quality?
In this sequential mixed methods study, findings from each stage informed the next
phase: Phase 1 consisted of focus group sessions with a total of 51 student participants to define
and describe the initial development of the perceived value construct, Phase 2 consisted of the
development of a perceived value scale and an online 85-question survey with 401 community
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college students respondents. Phase 3 consisted of facilitated focus groups with 7 volunteer
survey participants from the targeted Massachusetts community colleges to discuss implications
of the findings for recommendations and future research with student persistence.
This chapter summarizes key findings and links them to the extant literature. A
conceptual framework of students’ perceived value is presented and explained. A discussion of
the theoretical and practical contributions of this research follows, including proposed
implications for scholarship and leadership practice. In closing, this chapter identifies the
limitations of the research, implications for future research, and recommendations.
Summary of Findings
The following outlines the key findings of this three-phased mixed methods research
study. This summary is organized and presented by the research questions that guided the
process.
Research Question 1: How do students describe and define perceived value of
community college? Phases 1 and 2 honed in on answering this question through both a
qualitative and quantitative approach. Mostly, students defined perceived value in terms of
“individuality” or based on “one’s point of view.” Their interpretation of perceived value was
couched in identifying what mattered most to students when attending a community college. I
particularly appreciated one student’s definition that summarized a host of similar ones:
“Perceived value is something meaningful, which differs from person to person. It is something
an individual finds important or essential.” Another student’s definition—“being most respected,
concerned for, cared for; having adequately educated professors; having accommodations for my
time, class times,”—resonated most with students.
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Thematic analysis of the narrative discussion with the 51 community college focus group
participants resulted in 41 value statements that spanned across four themes. These descriptive
themes were:
•

relative worth, defined by determining value relative to something else;

•

outcome basis, value as defined by having an expectation that results in a positive
outcome;

•

processes leading to value, defined by the good experiences that happen along the
way; and finally

•

individual influencers, defined as personal factors that sway perception of value.

In summary, students define and describe perceived value of community college from a
personal perspective that pervades their experiences to an end result of “being respected and
cared for.” They assess this through the offering and delivery of various programs and services
that meet their individual needs and matter most to them.
Research Question 2: What components emerge from exploratory factor analysis of
items designed to measure perceived value? Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was used to
identify six components of the perceived value scale: Personal Growth Connection, ROI/Relative
Worth, Job/Career Development, Family Pride, Flexible Learning Opportunities, and Comparing
College Offerings. The overall scale and its components had reliability measures between .711
and .920., implying that the internal consistency of the items within the components were highly
correlated and reliable in measuring perceived value.
Personal Growth Connection was the most prominent and reliable among all the
components in measuring perceived value. Nine items loaded onto the component with themes
pertaining to personal self-awareness, growth, and a sense of belonging or connection through
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relationships. These findings show that more than any of the other factors, students mostly value
college experiences that help them connect and grow, and reach personal goals.
The next component, ROI/Relative Worth, had six items, all related to students
comparing benefits received to something else such as the cost of college, length of time to
complete a degree, or the practical experience from a job. Paralleled with Personal Growth
Connection, these findings in ROI/Relative Worth suggest that time and money are important
values to students, but are valued less compared to what is personally gained as a meaningful
benefit to the student.
Following were the final four components, Job/Career Development, Family Pride,
Flexible Learning Opportunities, and Comparing College Offerings. All of these components
only had two or three items in them, indicating an opportunity for greater scale development in
these areas; but nonetheless, the individual items showed strong correlational value and were
relevant identifiers of perceived value. Job/Career Development represented preparation for a job
or career to attain greater opportunity and financial stability. Family Pride focused on students
feeling emotionally supported and valued by their families for having chosen to attend college.
Flexible Learning Opportunities concerned the importance of convenience and flexibility in
course offerings, whether it included the availability of online courses or the choice to mix online
with traditional in-class ones.
In summary, all six components were reliable in measuring the perceived value construct,
but some of the components demonstrated a greater strength than others. Further development
and testing of the scale could result in better stability and internal consistency among all the
items.
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Research Question 3: How is a student’s perception of the value of the community
college experience different from related assessment measures such as satisfaction,
engagement, or quality? This question was addressed using multiple regression analysis with
stepwise models to determine which independent variables (satisfaction, academic quality,
service quality, and engagement) predicted perceived value. Two models were set up to test the
predictability of each of the variables to each component of the perceived value scale. The first
set included the measures based on average responses of each of the independent standard
assessment variables. The second set included the overall rating questions from the survey that
represented the variables.
Results from the two models showed little to no relationship with any of the perceived
value components except for the Personal Growth Connection. In the first set, using the scale
averages as the independent variables, 64.3% of the variance in that component was explained by
three variables—satisfaction, engagement, and service quality. Satisfaction was the strongest,
measuring 51.3% of the variance. The high variance indicated a possible overlap between
measures of the variables and Personal Growth Connection. However, there were aspects of the
Personal Growth Connection component not explained by the construct measures. Validated
measures of these constructs could explain a greater amount of the variance, but a definitive
interpretation of the unexplained variance is difficult at this stage as it is impossible to know how
much of it is due to the influence of other constructs, such as “perceived value,” and how much
is simply error variance. Further research identifying items with low correlations with the
constructs to individual items of the Personal Growth Connection could indicate the precise
items not covered by satisfaction, engagement, academic and service quality.
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The second set, using the overall rating questions, nearly mimicked the first set of results
with the same order of variance explained by satisfaction, engagement, and service quality, but
in this case, academic quality was added to the outcome variables. The total variance explained
by these variables was 45%, and again, satisfaction was the greatest predictor and accounted for
33.1% of the variance explained.
From the 230 open-ended responses of the survey, thematic analysis identified the
majority of the survey comments to be either negative or productive in answering the question,
“what, if anything, would improve the community college experience?” Unexpectedly, few if
any of the comments were positive. Survey responses identified frustrations with varying
complaints about class structuring and schedules, interaction with advisors and professors,
conveniences and types of support offered, and irrelevant engagement factors. To a lesser extent
students articulated their annoyances with the lack of consistent communication at the college,
access to financial aid, unexpected college costs, the high cost of books, and the dealings with
rude and less than helpful staff.
In summary, all the models from the regression analyses demonstrated that at least 40%
of the variance was left unexplained and in the majority of the models, at least 90%. These
results suggested that perceived value was more than satisfaction, academic quality, service
quality, or engagement. Satisfaction was the closest predictor of perceived value, indicating
some potential commonality in their roles. However, there was enough variance left unexplained
in the model to suggest perceived value as independent, too. While these results are exploratory
and only scratch the surface in explaining the relationships, they do demonstrate perceived value
as potentially different from the other constructs. The categorical themes from the open-ended
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responses of the survey further identify what matters most to students from the college
experience.
Phase 3 results. Results from a post survey focus group were meant, primarily, to gain a
better understanding from students’ perspectives of the narrative comments in the survey and to
reflect on the quantitative findings, hearing directly from students as to why certain items
resonated with them most.
Focus group participants agreed with the categories that emerged from the analysis, but
did not personally experience the same level of disappointment as the survey results indicated. It
was noted that the profile of the survey participants was slightly different from the post survey
group, which may have accounted for the experience differences. Comparatively, the survey
student profile resembled a younger population of students, mostly fulltime, who were between
the ages of 18 and 31, whereas, the focus group participants were older in age, ranging between
25 and 54, and were attending college on a part-time basis.
As participants reflected on the implications of the results to student persistence, five
themes emerged from the discussion as critical factors for most to all students, regardless of their
profile differences: respect matters; faculty/advisor relationships matter; useful and timely
information with appropriate support matters; convenience and flexible options matter; and
work, life, school balance matters.
Conclusions
The following section identifies and elaborates on the conclusions made as a result of the
findings. Three key take-aways are interpreted from the research. The interpretations are
supported by relevant literature where appropriate.
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Students describe perceived value as, “I am valued.” As an unexpected finding, but
not necessarily unusual given the underlying connotation of perception grounded in theory
(Armstrong, 1961), a student’s perception of value is informed from what is seen, heard, and
made aware of through the relationships, programs, services, and accommodations provided
during the college experience. This notion of perceived value based on “personally feeling
valued” is apparent early on in this research as students discuss the importance of being
“respected and cared for,” but it also resonates throughout the study. Beginning with the value
themes that emerge during the focus group discussions, evidence is further substantiated through
the factor analysis of items that cluster into identifiable perceived value components.
Specifically, in the Personal Growth Connection component, which explains most of the
variance in the scale, several items associate “perceived as valued” experiences through
declarative statements relative to personal self-awareness, growth, and a sense of belonging or
connection through relationships. Examples of some of the items include: “I feel a sense of
belonging at this college;” or “I largely value this college experience because I feel socially
connected here;” or, “I take great pride in being a member of this college community;” or, “my
experience at this college contributes positively to my personal development;” or, “attending this
college has boosted my self-confidence.”
As demonstrated in these explicit items, but also across all six components, “perceived as
valued” does not only reside in the object of receiving products and services from the college,
but it is also lies in the experience, itself, in which value is viewed as a personal, interactive,
relative, and situational preference experience (Holbrook, 1999; Lemke, Clarke, & Wilson,
2010). Psychology literature substantiates this finding as it is human nature to have a need for
relational value, defined as the extent that one feels valued by and important others and a
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belongingness as an accepted member of a group (Baumeister & Leary, 1995)—in this case, a
sense of belonging at the college, which equates to feeling of “I am important; I am valued.”
This study clearly demonstrates that students perceive value in various ways as evident
by the number of components that describe the construct. In this situation, students behave much
like consumers or customers, and the concept of perceived value is determined from a
multi-dimensional value hierarchy model with levels of attributes, consequences, and desired
outcomes that are considered throughout the evaluation process (Woodruff & Gardial, 1996).
This argument is substantiated across all phases of the study beginning with the initial focus
group discussions revealing students’ perspectives as to what matters most to them from their
college experience, but even more interestingly, how they assess the experience, individually, by
way of comparing relative worth, expecting a positive outcome, evaluating the experiences along
the way, or by considering individual circumstances that sway their value perception.
The components collectively represent the way in which students view the college’s
commitment to their individual worth through program and services that help them develop
personally or in preparation for a job or career, and through flexibility, accessibility, and
affordability options that help students balance and manage their busy lives. Delivering on the
value proposition demonstrates the college’s commitment to the student. As colleges possess all
the characteristics of a service industry in that they are people-based and place emphasis on the
importance of relationships with students (Mazzarol, 1998), students assess the value of their
college experience based on the relationships and value delivery from the college.
Keeping in mind the community college mission of accessibility and affordability, and
then adding the expectations that students have concerning the delivery of the college’s value
proposition, it is interesting to note how students undergo a process of assessing value much like
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a client (Payne & Holt, 2001): it is based on a comparison between benefits and sacrifices
(Cronin et al., 2000; Hermawan, 2001; Ledden et al., 2007; C. Lin et al., 2005; McDougall &
Levesque, 2000; Zeithaml, 1988), is multi-dimensional (Woodruff & Gardial, 1966), and is
deeply personal.
Perhaps the time has come to put to rest the assumption that community college students
only care about getting credits. This research suggests differently. As particularly evident by the
Personal Growth Family Support, ROI Relative Worth, and Family Support components,
community college students care deeply about their families and being able to contribute
positively to them. These students care about their personal growth and development and want to
have meaningful relationships with people who are attentive to their goals, their challenges, and
expectations. They weigh the pros and cons of spending time and money that pulls them away
from their families and themselves, as marked by this item in the ROI/Relative Worth
component: “the value of my college experience is based on the overall cost compared to other
things that are important in my life.” In other words, the cost of attending college is far less
important to students compared to preserving and nurturing the things that matter most to
them—their families, themselves.
Literature suggests that the concept of perceived value is not a new phenomenon
(Holbrook, 1999; Sánchez-Fernández & Iniesta-Bonilla, 2008; Zeithaml, 1988), but, perhaps, it
has been unconsciously overlooked in higher education and underdeveloped in research because
it is thought of as commonsensical. This study suggests that understanding students’ perceived
value of the college experience maybe less complicated than it needs to be, in practice. Basically,
we can conclude that students’ perception of value, although multi-dimensional, is grounded in
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behavioral theory and is affected by the college’s policies and practices that send a
fundamentally core message to the student: “we value you,” or not.
Perceived value has merit as a separate construct to be further explored. This study
demonstrates that the perceived value construct stands on it own in certain situations and is not
unequivocally predicted by other constructs. Two sets of multiple regression models substantiate
this argument by demonstrating little to no relationship between related variables—satisfaction,
academic quality, service quality, and engagement—to each of the perceived value components
identified through factor analysis, except in one component, Personal Growth Connection. Even
then, the results show that at least 40% of the variance remains unexplained by any of the other
variables whether tested by their scaled averages or relative overall rating questions from the
survey. In fact, each set of regression results mimic one another, demonstrating that no matter
how you test it, the results are the same: only one component out of the six shows any real
correlation between the related variables, suggesting that perceived value is different.
Regression output for Personal Growth Connection with both sets of models (scaled
averages and overall rating of the independent variables) does indicate that satisfaction,
engagement, academic quality, and service quality are at least partly covered by the component.
However, these construct measures often used to relate to retention and other success results did
not have a large influence on the other perceived value components. In summary, the
components that are not explained by the four constructs are part of the unique perceived value
construct, which indicates that perceived value has its own potential value in understanding
success outcomes such as retention.
Some of the results also show that perceived value may be predictable in certain
circumstances, but perhaps only once a student knows how satisfied, engaged, and concerned he
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or she is with the quality of service in the college experience. Consequently, it can be accepted
with some level of confidence that perceived value is different, in some way, from the other
standard measurements, and its role in assessments is potentially important. Admittedly, this
research is exploratory and the findings are not definitive, but are provocative all the same and
warrant further exploration.
Perceived value has promise as a meaningful construct in measuring persistence
alongside other standard measures. Typically, persistence and retention studies tend to focus
on factors and programs that promote continuous student enrollment. From a practical
standpoint, this makes logical sense. These studies are important as their outcome measures have
implications for a college’s image, financial stability, growth, and sustainability. After all,
without students persisting, where does that leave a college?
According to Tinto (2017), persistence is another way of referring to personal motivation
or the “pursuit of a goal even when challenges arise” (p. 2). He infers from his and others’
research that key dimensions of student motivation include self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and
perceived value of the curriculum, thus supporting the notion that perceived value has the
capacity to influence persistence, potentially in very different ways than have been studied
previously with other standard persistence variables.
Considering the findings from this study’s factor analysis, personal motivation does seem
to help explain the high variance accounted for in the Personal Growth Connection component.
Interestingly, this component is the most relationally oriented with items that align with
self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceived value of curriculum: “Attending this college has
boosted my self-confidence” (self-efficacy); “I feel a sense of belonging at this college”
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(belonging); and “This college experience is helping me learn about myself beyond academics”
(curriculum).
A student’s sense of belonging is also substantiated by the engagement literature that
asserts engagement with other people matters (Komarraju, Musulkin, & Bhattacharya, 2010) and
it is the students’ perception of that engagement and the gained sense of belonging (Hurtado &
Carter, 1996; Strayhorn, 2012) that influences their motivation to learn and persist to college
completion (Tinto, 2017). It is this way of looking at engagement and the gained sense of
belonging that supports this study’s findings and relates to the items in the Personal Growth
Connection component that demonstrate how students value engagement. Simply researching
student engagement in terms of how involved a student is in college does not seem to accurately
portray students’ perspectives or to get at the heart of the point that Tinto and others are arguing.
Further, Tinto (2017) postulates that students’ motivation to persist is also shaped by their
perceptions of value in what they are being asked to learn. Again, this claim seems to echo the
findings from this study as students vehemently articulate their frustrations with having to take
courses and classes that do not connect with their interests or apparently add any value to their
subject learning. As one student commented:
I think schools are just trying to make you more well rounded, but when going to college
I would rather focus on my specific goal than being well rounded. If I want to learn
something outside of my field, I could go take just that one course on my own.
Students need to perceive that the course content is of sufficient quality and is relevant to
their needs and interests now and into their future to warrant their time and effort (Tessema,
Ready, & Yu, 2012). Curriculum and instructional practices that are seen as irrelevant,
impractical, or of low quality, will often result in low interest and motivation to engage in the
learning (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004), and, in turn, can negatively impact student persistence (Tinto,
2017). Research has also shown that the more students are engaged in their college experiences,
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the more they feel a part of the college, and the more likely they are to have positive outcomes
such as cognitive gains, satisfaction, and college retention (Sharkness & DeAngelo, 2010).
In his earlier research, Tinto (1993) proposed that increased levels of academic and social
integration lead to greater commitment to an institution and student persistence to college
completion. Astin (1984) theorized that involvement refers to a student’s engagement or
investment in their academic endeavors and the formal and informal interactions with people and
college affairs. Thus, as a student’s perceived value of the overall college experience is highly
influenced by the many occurrences and micro experiences of personal connection, relationships,
and administrative interactions, it is quite probable that the perceived value construct may be as
important as engagement or any other measure of persistence.
Traditionally, however, researchers have developed theories to explain student retention
from the perspective of the educational institution and not necessarily from the student’s
perspective. More often than not, persistence theories are cited when defining student success
and perspectives emphasize the criticality of a quality student experience while in college (Kuh
et al., 2006). In fact, the most often cited theories define student success in terms of engagement,
educational attainment, or the achievement of a desired degree or credential (Kuh et al., 2006).
However, the findings from this study also suggest that more personal aspects of the college
experience beyond simply earning credits or acquiring a degree may influence persistence and
student success.
The personal connection association is clear across the persistence literature. It is further
linked to motivation, which is apparent from the findings in this study and in Tinto’s (2012a,
2012b, 2017) new body of research. Consequently, it is reasonable to consider perceived value as
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a meaningful construct in measuring student persistence along side current standard measures;
and quite possibly may be a value added factor to the existing persistence models.
Theoretical and Practical Contributions to Research
This study contributes to the existing but limited body of research on perceived value and
provides a preliminary investigation of its relationship with other standard assessment measures
used in higher education. Certainly, enough theoretical and practical research exists to support
the complexity of how people decide what is or is not important to them. After all, the
epistemology of perception is intrinsic, somewhat mystical, and difficult to define as absolute for
everyone. What we can agree on, however, is that any form of perception—value perception
included—is deeply personal and is influenced by our senses, our environments, relationships,
and experiences. Now, this is not to say that it is impossible to assess value. Rather, I argue that
it simply suggests the importance of assessing it from an accurate perspective.
And, if we truly care about students and their perception of the college experience, we
need to value them as individuals by listening to what they have to say, asking their opinions,
and not be so quick to judge their capabilities of college success from our limited perspectives.
Particularly important is to acknowledge the perspective of community college students whose
profile does not necessarily match those from four-year institutions. Even our own personal
college experiences as college administrators and educators, which maybe more in tune with
having attended college in a traditional manner, may make our perspectives disconnected from
the realities of today’s community college student experience. Whose opinion matters most as
we look to improve enrollment, retention, and graduation outcomes at our colleges? If we have
been supercilious enough to think that students are not first and foremost at our institutions, then
we are destined to live by the consequences of our shortsightedness.
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A conceptual framework. Theoretically, this comprehensive view of the student
experience helps to better understand how perceptions may affect students’ future intentions at
college. Integrating consumer behavior and services marketing strategies into higher educational
assessment theories allows for an approach that measures those key factors, the relationships
among them, and also sheds light for decision making. Thus, the framework could provide
higher education constituencies with valuable information for decision-making that is linked to
institutional effectiveness, and could also be extended to complement other survey methods such
as NSSE and CCSSE to include more items in the assessments that target specifically the
perceived value construct.
Basically, this conceptual framework depicts the study’s findings in the form of a
wheel—the Perceived Value Wheel (Figure 5.1). This wheel demonstrates the four value themes
that were identified in Phase I that helped describe and build the perceived value construct and
items for the scale. As a continuous cycle, these themes represent how students assess all aspects
of their college experiences—policies that affect them, personnel interactions, services,
programs, and so forth. Whenever a student undergoes an interaction or experience, the value
assessment process begins.
Inside the themes reside the six perceived value components that were identified in Phase
II through factor analysis. These components represent the important factors that matter to
students. In other words, they are the more detailed aspects of what is perceived to be of value to
students in their college experiences. When the themes and the components are in place, students
feel personally valued and, thus, perceive value in the experience. Further research might explain
students’ behavioral intentions as a result of the wheels components clicking together as a
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conceptual framework for students’ perceived value of their college experience, which could
help better inform persistence and retention concerns.

Figure 5.1. Perceived Value Wheel—Conceptual framework for assessing students’ perceived
value of their community college experience.
Practical Contribution to Community College Leaders—Recommendations
The results of this study have implications for community college administrators, faculty,
staff, and policy makers. At the very least, the findings pose a new way of looking at the
systemic functionality of our educational systems, and suggest that community colleges are a
good place to start initiating practical change. Why community colleges? Because funding
models for these state-supported institutions are transitioning from a more traditional model
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based on enrollment to a student success model based on retention and graduation metrics. One
of the greatest obstacles facing college administrators is the ability to retain students until
graduation or until the student transfers to another institution (Chen, 2014). There is mounting
pressure on college leaders to increase retention; however, there are many variables that can
affect retention, such as family and social influences, quality of instruction, finances, and
integration into college, to name a few (Angulo-Ruiz & Pergelova, 2013). These variables
interlink to form a complicated web, particularly for a community college with its diverse
population and all-encompassing mission that, seemingly, strives to serve everyone and
everything.
Although there is much research in higher education on engagement, quality, and
satisfaction, few of them are scaled to community colleges. Few, if any at all, delve into the
concept of perceived value relative to these factors. Even Tinto (1993, p. 78), who has explored
aspects of academic and social integration relative to student persistence, has questioned whether
the mechanisms of his persistence model are relevant to community college and commuter
students—not to mention the gap that exists in exploring the standard measures of the model to
that of students’ interpretation of perceived value. In this study, the perceived value construct is
theorized based on a review of the literature, previous research on related assessment measures
as in satisfaction, quality (academic and service), and engagement, and from my own
professional practice as a community college leader and marketing professional.
To ensure the financial stability of the college, administrators intuitively know that they
must transform the way they manage their institutions to keep pace with the demands of the
times—or risk the ability to manage anything at all. Community college leaders may know, all
too well, the challenges their institutions face, but instituting the needed change is the true test of
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their leadership capabilities in context, moving from what has become the obvious to tactfully
implementing the new policies and practices that will improve the college’s viability and
perceived value.
Understanding how students perceive their college experience is important to
understanding the drivers of their value perception. Students form perceptions of their college
experience each time they come in contact with the college through relationships, processes, and
policies that affect them. Accountability for these interactions begins with staff, faculty, and
administrators. This study challenges community college leaders to look at their institutions from
the student’s perspective, to think differently about student persistence, and to ask what can be
done to ensure that the college environment is, truly, student-centric.
Instead of focusing on strategies to satisfy other internal and external constituents that vie
for the college’s attention, and instead of treating students as mere cogs in the transactional
college business process, perhaps measuring for quality and assuring value is easier than we
realize. This study shows that as students enjoy more relational interactions that value them as
individuals, they share a higher perception of value for their college experience. As the student’s
perception of value is the basis of this research, the following recommendations are offered for
practical consideration:
•

There is a need for college leaders to be more relational and adaptive to the changing
college environment, focusing on what matters most for students while balancing
traditional bureaucracies of a state-funded institution and removing barriers that
impede a student’s valued college experience.

•

Administrators and academic leaders must be the students’ strongest advocates,
ensuring that the student college experience is first and foremost by listening and
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responding to student expectations, continuously measuring student perceptions,
implementing policies, practices, and procedures that benefit the student, and
rewarding college employees for excellent customer service and for effective delivery
of the value proposition.
•

There is a need for advisors and college service providers to participate in quality
training that promotes friendly and caring service with convenient and flexible times
that meet students’ schedules and problem solving with access to resources that help
the student balance life, work, and college responsibilities.

•

Students expect to be treated with respect and dignity. Poor interactions with faculty
and staff leave students feeling disrespected and dissatisfied with the overall college
experience. Measures for civility accountability are needed as students equate
perceived value based on personal interactions that leave them feeling valued.

•

Students expect the college to help them develop in their academic, social, and
personal growth needs. From the beginning as an intake process, designing pathways
for success with students’ goals in mind are critically important. Academic leaders
need to be the strongest advocates of student success and it starts with listening to
them and working with them to develop an individual educational success plan.

Practical Contribution to Higher Education Leadership and Change
More than simply providing answers to questions about the definition and nature of
perceived value, it is important to understand that the term is multi-dimensional and has meaning
to students. Higher education should be asking continuously how our institutions function from
the perspectives of the students we serve. Although this research focuses on community colleges,
perceived value transcends beyond just one student population. Truly, a one-size fits all
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mentality will never benefit a complex and transformative solution for all of higher education.
Rather, research suggests that by concentrating on a question-oriented framework and using
organizational theory to develop a common set of questions that are applied and adapted to
specific contexts may then lead to varied solutions that are based on the local needs and
considerations that exist at different places (Blanco-Ramirez & Berger, 2014). What is clear
from this study is that students’ voices should matter as a core value and their perceptions
ultimately shape the outcomes of each educational institution.
We are living in a time of great uncertainty, but with great opportunity. In terms of
leadership and change, it takes courage, knowledge, and resilience to challenge the status quo.
As new social structures are reshaping leadership within this new highly dynamic and global
environment, stronger relationships across different sectors and even different countries are
influencing a generation of new leadership styles. Leaders of the modern world will require new
approaches: new skills and new experience gained from unique professional experiences that are
responsive to the production of knowledge, technology, globalization, and the distributed and
less hierarchical forms of an organization (Wilson, 2004).
Traditionally, educational leaders have operated from administrative structures designed
for a different era and for a different type of higher education. Although administrative function
is operationally critical, this study suggests that a more comprehensive leadership is needed as
students are potentially influencing institutional outcomes from their value perceptions and
behavioral intentions. As evident by the prominence of the Personal Growth Connection
component that emerged in this study, leadership needs to shift to a more inclusive model that
appreciates diversity and is built on developing relationships. Today’s educational leaders must
be willing to relinquish autonomy with its positional power and leverage the power of faculty,
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staff, and students, through a team effort, to initiate and sustain change. “Collaboration,
networks, and the importance of culture are all important concepts in this new context of
leadership” (Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006, p. 71).
Traditional leadership that is centralized and hierarchical is no longer effective in today’s
educational environment. Students want to be valued, not marginalized. Particularly, from
working in the community college sector, I have witnessed the marginalization of those who did
not have the power or the authority to be heard and valued in the decision-making process that
ultimately affected them. I have sat on both sides of the table, but firmly believe that all voices
matter. I have seen the frustration among faculty, staff, and administration, as leadership strives
to influence buy-in for a shared vision. If people are not provided an opportunity to contribute to
the decisions that ultimately affect them and leadership administers controls without thoughtful
consideration, overt and covert oppositions are sure to be the reality. The change leader is
encouraged to support feedback loops for problem solving and employ minimal direct control
because such efforts are prone to be met with resistance or are redirected in the system
(Birnbaum, 1988). In the case of students, they will simply leave the college for another or
decide to not continue with their education.
Leaning on my experiences as a marketing communications professional, as a
community college leader, and from this doctoral research, I have developed a more relational
and adaptive leadership approach built within complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion,
& McKelvey, 2007) to addressing the educational milieu of today, over the more hierarchical
approaches used in the past. Based on the belief that outside influences as well as the internal
environment of organizations should be considered and examined in an effort to understand the
role of leadership, complexity leadership theory does not perceive organizational context as
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stagnant. Rather, this theory calls for a clear distinction between leadership and leaders, as it
presents leadership as a growing, interactive, and dynamic process that exceeds the abilities of
the individual leader and is the result of the search for adaptive outcomes (Heifetz, 1994).
Complexity leadership theory expands the focus of leadership from the role-based
actions of an individual to interactions that occur across the organization, built up from the
bottom with distributed intelligence, and control lies within the interactive dynamics of the
system (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Relationships are not defined hierarchically, but rather through
interactions across an organization within the concept of a complex adaptive system that are
interrelated between adaptive, administrative, and enabling leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).
The leader is a part of the system and not the central influencer of vision. With a high rate of
change, adaptive leadership refers to the dynamics of interacting agents and a complex adaptive
system to resolve problems, rather than an act of authority. Administrative leadership refers to
the actions of individuals in formal managerial roles who plan and coordinate activities to
accomplish outcomes effectively and efficiently. Finally, enabling leadership occurs at all
levels but varies by hierarchical level and positions, creating institutional conditions that foster
adaptive leadership in places where innovation and adaptability are needed.
Enabling leadership facilitates the flow of knowledge and creativity and empowers the
relationship between administration and adaptive structures so that emergent systems of shared
leadership work together complimentarily toward a common outcome (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).
Each leadership type is intertwined between the top-down, necessary administrative
bureaucratic functions with the informal emergent forces of a complex adaptive social system,
and it is with conditions of interdependence, interaction, and tension that action is created
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In terms of a complex adaptive social system in higher education,
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leadership is linked between managerial or operational practices as with the offering of courses
based on student preference by incorporating student opinion and value perception into the
college’s strategic decision making. Engaging the whole system in the process allows
leadership to help break down barriers and respond to the needs of both the administrative and
adaptive leaderships through conditions that encourage innovative solutions to emerge from the
bottom up and within systems, rather than simply directed from the top.
Trends in higher education suggest that leadership is going through a period of
ambiguity within constant, rapid change. Although transformational leadership theory (Burns,
1978) has become one of the most prominent perspectives since the post-modern critique of
earlier more deterministic models (Bass, 1985), complexity leadership theory is one of the
more dynamic perspectives in addressing processes for creating transformation that stimulates
organizational effectiveness (Wheatley, 1999). The effective educational leader is one who is
able to consider all the parts within a whole system, not by simply empowering individuals to
share in a visionary buy-in that is controlled by and central to the leader, but by being a part of
the transformative social system of diverse and independent complex adaptive agents
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) that promotes long-lasting change. A whole system mentality is much
like the systems thinking approach professed by Senge (1990). According to Senge, systems
thinking affords the type of discipline (as in a body of mastered theories and techniques) and
tools necessary to realize interrelationships and patterns of change rather than static
“snapshots,” and that a change in thinking is required to understand the complexities of
dynamic social systems, which are segments that interact in divergent ways. Further expressed
by Carr (1996), “changing a system without paying attention to the larger system of which it is
made up” (p. 18) inhibits the capacity for any real sustainable change.
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Despite record growth in the number of students around the world attending institutions
of higher learning, there are concerns about inequities regarding accessibility, quality,
relevance, and the investment in higher education (Blanco-Ramirez & Berger, 2013). Just as
communications technology has enabled business and industry to cross international borders,
the same technology has increased the accessibility of knowledge and, to some extent, has
made it easier to educate across international borders. Today, more than ever, students can
make personal decisions about their college experiences with just a glance on their monitors
and mobile devices to help them determine the best college fit for them. Their perception of
value begins with a click of a mouse.
Historic conventions about quality assurance are becoming less acceptable and the notion
of student consumerism a reality, as there is much more of a direct financial link between
individual consumers (students) and the organizations providing services (colleges and
universities) to that of state bureaucratic structures with their misaligned interests from the
system (Naidoo, Shankar, & Veer, 2011). Institutions of higher education are increasingly
identifying themselves as a service industry and placing greater emphasis on meeting the needs
of their customers—the students (Angell, Hefernan, & Megicks, 2008; DeShields, Kara, &
Kaynak, 2005). Understanding how students perceive the level of service they receive inside and
outside of the classroom is vitally important to understanding the drivers of student satisfaction,
perceived value, and behavioral intentions to persist in college.
It is not just one thing that is important to consider, but all factors combined. As one
small act can ripple across a whole college structure and impact a system, leadership and change
is an ongoing process, is a social one, and must be adaptive. Actions in one part of the system
can have little or no effort in another or can randomly cause a response disproportionately to the
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stimulus. A student may have a wonderful occurrence with one faculty member but attending
college is made up of many occurrences. All the occurrences combined weigh the scale of a
student’s perceived value of the whole college experience.
In framing this discussion as a way to embody the voice of students in how they perceive
their college experience, I am not discounting the expertise and wisdom of educators who have
researched, taught, and supported each other’s contribution of work regarding the student
experience. Nor do I seek to overestimate the contribution that should be made by others and
minimize the importance of the student’s own contribution to their positive college experience.
Rather, by exploring the perceived value construct and providing students’ perspective of what
matters to them in their college experience, this research aims to provoke thoughtful discussion
about the value of college, introduce new concepts of looking at assessment measures, and
increase the research of the perceived value construct with other standard measures of
persistence. This research suggests that today’s higher education leaders must be more adaptive,
relational, and student-centered than ever before.
Limitations of the Research
Study limitations are primarily due to the difficulties inherent in studying perceptions and
in the research design, which is purely exploratory. Another limitation is its generalizability. This
study primarily represents participants from a few community colleges in Massachusetts that
may not necessarily be reflective of all community colleges across geographic areas, nor
represent other higher education institutions. Further, it is restricted to one academic school year
and limited by competing time schedules and other external demands of the participating
colleges and the students. Although the sample size of the study is more than adequate,
community college students often have a number of conflicting commitments in their lives that
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limited the time between recruitment and maintaining their interests in between the phases of the
study.
Another limitation is that proxies were used as measures for the satisfaction, engagement,
and quality constructs, while other variables were not considered in the multiple regression
analysis. Before any quantitative data could be collected and analyzed, a survey instrument
needed to be developed to identify indicators for the perceived value construct. Further, any
proposed relationship between perceived value and a student’s intention to persist in college is
solely based on the literature and student narrative. The study does not statistically test the
perceived value construct as a predictor of a student’s intention to persist in college. It merely
suggests its potential to be further explored in future research.
Despite the possible contribution this research may have in deepening the understanding
of students’ perceived value of college and its relationship with other factors that may impact
intentions to persist, it is one of only a few studies focusing on this issue. Finally, the results are
limited in the validity and reliability of the survey instrument by the single modality of collecting
the data using an online, self-reported survey questionnaire. While the correlations of the
perceived value scale with other variables help us to see the degree to which this scale is related
to established measures, the process of definitively determining construct validity requires more
rigorous testing beyond the exploratory. Experimenting in future research with additional items
to strengthen the other factors could increase the alpha for each cluster of items. Confirmatory
factor analysis would help determine model fit for each set of components in the scale.
Implications for Future Research
This exploratory research opens up endless possibilities for future research from
expanding the current perceived value scale to testing results across one or more variables that
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predict student retention. The data provide support for the perceived value construct as
something to be explored further as a reliable concept and scale. While the correlations of the
perceived value scale with other variables helps us to see the degree to which this scale is related
to established measures, the process of definitively determining construct validity requires more
rigorous testing beyond the exploratory. Experimenting in future research with additional items
to strengthen the other factors could increase their reliability. Confirmatory factor analysis would
help determine model fit for each set of components in the scale.
Researching the components of the scale independently from each other, items with high
loadings from the first component that are related to “perceived that I am valued” could create
another, smaller scale, to see how it fares in the regression analysis. Although the results from
this study show the perceived value scale to be reliable in measuring the construct, it is
imperative to keep in mind that these results are exploratory and further testing is prudent to
ensure the validity.
Much of the recent literature on student satisfaction and retention suggests a link exists
between overall student satisfaction and resulting retention behavior. As this study suggests,
perceived value has a relationship with satisfaction under certain circumstances; therefore,
further research is required to support a hypothesis of perceived value as a predictor of student
persistence and retention, as is satisfaction. Beyond regression analysis, critical path analysis
maybe a plausible methodology for further research that could not only determine the
relationship between the variables but also demonstrate the timing sequence and predictability of
the variables that lead to a student’s intention to persist in college. Outcomes from expanded
research could assist in developing intervention programs and strategies that keep students
engaged in college before value perceptions persuade them to leave before completing goals.
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Another potentially rich area for future research is in replicating this study with another
population of community college students. Further research could determine the perceived value
of the college experience from students who already decided to leave the college before
completing the year. Different from the continuing student who has persisted from one semester
to the next, “stop out” students have made a conscious decision to leave the college after just
after completing the fall semester. Exploring the perceived value construct with this particular
sample group could add value to the generalizability of the study and also provide information to
administrators as to why students decided to not complete their college intentions.
Students who drop out of college negatively impact the college’s financial stability and
reputation. Costs incurred by the college include the cost for student recruitment, loss of tuition
income, financial aid, and potential loss of faculty and staff (Smith, Therry, & Whale, 2012). At
an American Association of Community Colleges Convention, community college leaders,
faculty, and staff were asked to identify ways they can help students understand the value of an
education and meet their academic goals (Chen, 2014). Understanding retention and the reasons
students do not return to college is not a simple task, but investigating further the role that
perceived value plays in predicting student persistence is advisable, as is better understanding
what can be done to help influence student motivation to stay, persist, and complete their tertiary
degrees (Tinto, 2017).
Concluding Remarks
I approached this study with some trepidation, wondering if perceived value was really
anything at all or anything that could be assessed. I wondered how different it really was from
other assessment measures, particularly satisfaction. As a marketing person, I was deeply
curious. I had read about it in business books, reviewed the concept in white papers, and
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personally thought about it from a customer perspective and my own experiences. So many times
I had read the results of a student satisfaction survey that indicated high satisfaction measures;
but then, the student left before graduating to attend another college or just dropped out. It was
often difficult to reach these students once they had left the college; but the little feedback I did
get suggested to me that satisfaction was not always correlated with value perception. Students
were satisfied but would say, “it just wasn’t worth it anymore,” or they “couldn’t balance work,
life, and college,” or “it wasn’t convenient enough.”
I am grateful to have had the opportunity to research the perceived value concept and to
find that my hunch about its unique characteristic qualities is plausible, although not yet quite
definitive. My research was never meant to be conclusive, though: it was meant to be exploratory
and to raise awareness in the higher education environment. It is my hope that other scholars will
be as curious as I about the prospects of looking at a new way of defining and assessing the value
of college from this discovery. It is my hope that further research on the subject will bring about
better ways to address the negative trends of declining enrollment and retention at community
colleges. For me, I will use this information to expand research and further develop the perceived
value scale as a means to broaden the scope of value assessments.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Protocol
1. Begin with introductory comments by welcoming everyone and introduce myself.
Hand out consent form and bring attention to the use of audiotaping so people can
choose to continue to participate or not.
2. Ask participants to review, ask questions, and then sign the consent form. Offer a
copy of the consent form if they would like one.
3. Provide brief overview of project and goals of the focus group: “I am here today to
learn from about your perception of value with your community college experience. I
am interested in learning what you think matters most, how you define perceived
value, and what factors influence your decisions to persist in this educational
experience. Your feedback will be combined with what literature says about perceived
value to ultimately create a survey instrument that I will disseminated to a larger
sample of students across three Massachusetts community colleges to collect data for
my dissertation study. My dissertation research is focused on understanding
students’ perceived value of the community college experience and how, if at all, it is
different from other factors that influence students’ intention to persist in college.”
4. Provide information about the process using a round robin format in answering
questions, along with posting individual answers on a board to create a visual map of
the discussion and findings.
5. Address any other housekeeping incidentals as with the location of nearby bathrooms.
6. Provide basic guidelines and norms for the focus group, review them with
participants and ask if there are any questions.
7. Let people know I will be taking notes and transcribing information obtain during the
session about what is discussed, but individual names or identifying information will
not be attached to comments.
8. Key questions for focus group will focus on their personal community college
experiences, how they define perceived value, what matters most to them when
determining whether college is work it or not, and what factors influence their value
judgment and intentions to persist.
9. Let participants know when the last question will be asked so that it can serve as a
cue that they may share any other relevant information that may not have come up
earlier. Leave to time to ask and have students answer the question, “Is there
anything else you want to share that we haven’t talked about yet?”
10. Thank all for participating.

163
Appendix B: Focus Group Guidelines
i. If you feel uncomfortable during the session, you have the right to leave or pass on any
question. There is no consequence for leaving. Being part of the focus group is
voluntary.
ii. This is not a counseling session or support group.
iii. Keep personal stories “in the room”; do not share the identity of the attendees or what
anybody else said outside of the meeting.
iv. Everyone’s ideas will be respected. Do not comment on or make judgments about what
someone else says, and do not offer advice.
v. One person talks at a time.
vi. It’s okay to take a break if needed. There is no eating during the session so not to disrupt
the flow of discussion. Refreshments will be provided following the session.
vii. Everyone has the right to talk. The facilitator may ask someone who is talking a lot to
step back and give others a chance to talk and may ask a person who isn’t talking if he or
she has anything to share.
viii. There are no right or wrong answers.
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Appendix C: Focus Group Invite Letter
January 24, 2017
Dear Student:
My name is Robin Duncan. I am a doctoral student at Antioch University and I am in the midst
of collecting data for my research on Students’ Perceived Value of Their Community College
Experience. I am reaching out to you with hopes that you would be willing to offer a student’s
perception of value and expectations of the college experience which will then help inform the
development of a survey instrument to be used to gather additional data for my research.
Your voice is important to this study and I invite you to participate in an upcoming focus group
interview session being held on Monday, January 30th at 11am during class. The purpose of
this information gathering is to better understand the student experience at Mount Xxxxxxxxx
Community College and to identify student perception of key factors in determining the value of
their education. In a nutshell, “What are students’ perceived value of their community college
experience?” This study will help identify ways that colleges can improve its services to students
and help inform in the development of a survey instrument to be later disseminated to a larger
population of students as part of my dissertation research. Please note that this is not a Mount
Xxxxxxxxx Community College project but is a study to support my dissertation research. The
Mount and your professor have given me permission to engage you voluntarily during the time
indicated above.
The focus group study will require approximately 60 minutes of your time and is completely
voluntary. The atmosphere is kept relaxed, while you engage in discussion regarding your
perception of value and factors that matter to you most in the college experience. Your name will
not be associated with any data collected or information obtained within the session. In
appreciation of your participation, refreshments will be served immediately following the
session.
If you would like to participate in this study, please let your professor know and feel free to
contact me with any questions or concerns by emailing me at XXXXXXXXdu. When emailing
me, please refer to the College Experience Study.
Your input is valuable. I appreciate your time and consideration and hope you are able to
participate.
Sincerely,
Robin A. Duncan – Ph.D. Candidate Antioch University
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Appendix D: Focus Group Consent Form
1. I volunteer to participate in a study research project conducted by Robin A. Duncan, a Ph.D.
candidate in the Leadership and Change program at Antioch University. I understand that the
project is designed to gather information about students’ perceived value of the college
experience as part of a student focus group session at Mount Xxxxxxxxx Community College. I
will be one of a number of people being interviewed for this research.
2. Start Date: January, 2017
3. My participation in this project is voluntary. I understand that I will not be paid for my
participation. I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time without penalty. If I
decline to participate or withdraw from the study, the information will be kept confidential by the
researcher and all related data will not be used in anyway and will be deleted from the transcript.
All focus group participants will be asked by the researcher to maintain confidentiality.
4. I understand that if I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, I have the right
to decline to answer any question or to end the interview.
5. My participation in this interview will last approximately 1 hour. Notes will be written during the
interview, a personally developed concept map maybe created, and an audiotape of the interview
and subsequent dialogue may occur. I have the right to decline the audiotaping, if I prefer written
notes only.
6. I understand that the researcher will not identify me by name in any reports using information
obtained from this interview, and that my confidentiality as a participant in this study will remain
secure and confidential. Subsequent uses of records and data will be subject to standard data use
policies, which protect the anonymity of individuals and institutions; however, I understand that
the data and analysis from this project may be utilized for future scholarly presentations and
publications of the researcher.
7. Faculty and administrators from my campus will neither be present at the interview nor have
access to raw notes or transcripts. This precaution will protect my individual anonymity and my
institution.
8. I understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) for Studies Involving Human Subjects: Behavioral Sciences Committee at Antioch
University. For research problems or questions regarding my participation, the Institutional
Review Board may be contacted through Antioch University.
9. I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my questions answered
to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.
10. I have been given a copy of this consent form.
____________________________ My Signature
____________________________ My Printed Name
For further information, please contact: Robin A. Duncan –XXXXXXXXX
___________Date _________________________ Signature of the Principle Investigator
If you have any ethical concerns about this project please contact the Chair of Antioch PHDLC IRB committee, Dr.
Lisa Kreeger at XXXXXXXXX
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Appendix E: Focus Group Handout Questionnaire
Student Focus Group Meeting – Perceived Value of Community College
Assigned Letter of the Alphabet: ____
What is your age range? Check one
- 18-24 years old
- 25-34 years old
- 35-44 years old
- 45-54 years old
- 55-64 years old
- 65 and older
Circle School Status:
Part-time
Fulltime
Circle Gender:
Male
Female

Other

What is your ethnicity? Check one
1. White
2. Black or African American
3. Asian/Pacific Islander
4. Hispanic or Latino
5. Native American or American Indian
6. Other
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

When you hear the word “value,” what does that mean to you?
What matters most to you when considering the value of your community college
experience?
In thinking about your current college experience, how would you describe the positive
aspects of this experience? How would you describe the negative aspects of it?
How would you describe a quality educational experience?
What role does your level of satisfaction play in your overall assessment of your college
experience?
What role do you believe engagement plays in your assessment of a good college
experience?
What do you hope to achieve by attending this community college?
What would influence you to leave this college before meeting your goals?
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Appendix F: Multi-Channeled Communications Campaign
Facebook/Instagram
REMINDER for STUDENTS: Your voice matters! Take this survey regarding Students’ Perceived
Value of the Community College Experience, a dissertation study being conducted by Robin
Duncan, PhD Candidate at Antioch University. Don't delay - take the survey now at
surveymonkey.com/r/PVCCSTUDENTS (Available for only a limited time.) For more information
email Robin at XXXXXXXXXXX
Twitter (140 characters max)
REMINDER: Student Survey-Perceived Value of Comm College Experience (dissertation: Robin
Duncan, PhD Cand.)bit.ly/2rvrRKT
Student Portal Announcement
REMINDER for STUDENTS: Your voice matters! Make a difference and be heard by taking this
survey regarding Students’ Perceived Value of the Community College Experience, a
dissertation study being conducted by Robin Duncan, PhD Candidate at Antioch University. The
purpose of this survey and study is to identify what matters most to students from their
community college experience and what influences their perception of value.
Don't delay - take the survey now at surveymonkey.com/r/PVCCSTUDENTS. (Available for
only a limited time.) For more information email Robin at XXXXXXXXXXXX
Flyer
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Appendix G: Definitions of Perceived Value Associated With Individuality
How a particular person or group assesses the benefit through their point of view.
The value you or a group of people see an in object or services value.
It’s one’s point of view about what is important to self.
What an individual personally sees as worth something to them.
The value someone sees in an item or service.
What an individual sees as good may be worthless to another person.
Perceived value is just like saying “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” If an individual sees
something of worth than it has a perceived value to said individual.
Something that someone cares about dearly and closely.
The impression given of the value of what I am looking to receive.
The personal limited view of the utility or a service.
The importance of an object by a group or individual.
A certain worth of something that changes with the point of view.
The difference in the meaning of value among different people.
Perceived value is what you get out of something to better oneself.
What one believes the meaning or worth to be or the meaning or worth one extracts and retains.
The value that something appears to have to a single person.
Perceived value is the worth that something has to you based off of personal experiences and
priorities.
Perceived value is like the action of observable characteristics that an individual uses to define
value for him or herself.
Perceived value is the individually determined value of something.
The value or importance something has to an individual.
What you think is of value to you may be different to other’s point of view.
Your opinion about what is valued for you.
The worth of what I’m learning in class.
Things that are important to me – for example: school, family, work.
How much something matters to me.
It is what is important to you. What you think you cherish that could potentially affect your life
and the quality of it.
Perceived value is what I see as valuable to myself.
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Not money, but personal stuff that matters that you can’t buy with money.
The value I think something has by what I observe or what it shows me.
Perceived value means what something looks like it means to someone else or what you think it
means to you.
Something that has value to one may not have value to another.
How important and necessary I see something.
Perceived value to me is the value I assume I will get.
How much I may think something is worth compared to another person.
Worth and the amount it is to an individual.
It’s worth something to an individual.
It means to me important things, subjects, or matter. Things that stand out to my family and me.
What I gain out of something; what it is worth to me.
How important something is to me. How much time I am willing to put into something.
Something meaningful, which differs from person to person. It is something an individual finds
important or essential.
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Appendix H: Phase 3 Virtual Focus Group Consent Form
This consent form is for your voluntary participation in a focus group session for the research project
titled “Students’ Perceived Value of the Community College Experience”.
Name of Principle Investigator: Robin A. Duncan
Name of Organization: Antioch University, PhD in Leadership and Change Program
Name of Project: Students’ Perceived Value of the Community College Experience
You will be given a copy of the full Informed Consent Form
Introduction
I am Robin Duncan, a PhD candidate in Leadership and Change at Antioch University. As part of this
degree, I am completing research to explore students’ perceived value of the community college
experience. I am providing you with information about the study and inviting you to be part of this
research. You may talk to anyone you feel comfortable talking with about the research, and take time to
reflect on whether you want to participate or not. You may ask questions at any time.
Purpose of the research
The purpose of this project is to understand students’ community college experience and to identify
student perception of key factors in determining perceived value of their education. This information will
help identify ways that community colleges can improve its services to students that may positively
influence student persistence in college and college success.
Type of Research Intervention
This research will involve your participation in a focus group where you will be one of a number of
people being interviewed for this research. The focus group is voluntary and will aid in better
understanding students’ perception of value with their community college experience. Key questions will
focus on student college experiences, how students define perceived value, what factors matter most to
students in determining whether college is worth it or not, and what factors influence students’ value
judgments and intentions to persist in college. Each of these interviews will be tape recorded solely for
research purposes, but all of the participants’ contributions will be de-identified prior to publication or the
sharing of the research results. These recordings, and any other information that may connect you to the
study, will be kept in a locked, secure location.
Participant Selection
You are being invited to take part in this research because you are a community college student in
Massachusetts. You should not consider participation in this research if you are not a current
Massachusetts community college student.
Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to participate. You will not
be penalized for your decision not to participate or for anything of your contributions during the study.
Your status as a student will not be affected by this decision or your participation. You may withdraw
from this study at any time. If an interview has already taken place, the information you provided will not
be used in the research study.
Risks
No study is completely risk-free. However, I do not anticipate that you will be harmed or distressed
during this study. You may stop being in the study at any time if you become uncomfortable.
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Benefits
There will be no direct benefit to you, but your participation may help others in the future.
Reimbursements
You will not be provided any monetary incentive to take part in this research project.
Confidentiality
All information will be de-identified, so that it cannot be connected back to you. Your real name will be
replaced with a pseudonym in the write-up of this project, and only the primary researcher will have
access to the list connecting your name to the pseudonym. This list, along with tape recordings of the
discussion sessions, will be kept in a secure, locked location.

•
•
•

Limits of Privacy Confidentiality
Generally speaking, I can assure you that I will keep everything you tell me or do for the study private.
Yet there are times where I cannot keep things private (confidential). The researcher cannot keep things
private (confidential) when:
The researcher finds out that a child or vulnerable adult has been abused
The researcher finds out that that a person plans to hurt him or herself, such as commit suicide,
The researcher finds out that a person plans to hurt someone else,
There are laws that require many professionals to take action if they think a person is at risk for self-harm
or are self-harming, harming another or if a child or adult is being abused. In addition, there are
guidelines that researchers must follow to make sure all people are treated with respect and kept safe. In
most states, there is a government agency that must be told if someone is being abused or plans to selfharm or harm another person. Please ask any questions you may have about this issue before agreeing to
be in the study. It is important that you do not feel betrayed if it turns out that the researcher cannot keep
some things private.
Future Publication
I, Robin Duncan, as the primary researcher reserve the right to include any results of this study in future
scholarly presentations and/or publications. All information will be de-identified prior to publication.
Right to Refuse or Withdraw
You do not have to take part in this research if you do not wish to do so, and you may withdraw
from the study at any time without your job being affected.
Who to Contact
If you have any questions, you may ask them now or later. If you have questions later, you may contact
me, Robin A. Duncan, at XXXXXXXXX
If you have any ethical concerns about this study, contact Lisa Kreeger, Chair, Institutional Review
Board, Antioch University Ph.D. in Leadership and Change, Email: XXXXXXXXXXX.
This proposal has been reviewed and approved by the Antioch International Review Board (IRB),
which is a committee whose task it is to make sure that research participants are protected. If you
wish to find out more about the IRB, contact Dr. Lisa Kreeger.
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DO YOU WISH TO BE IN THIS STUDY?
I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity to ask
questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I
consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study.

Print Name of Participant
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
___________________________________________________________________
Date _____________________________________
Day/month/year
DO YOU WISH TO BE AUDIOTAPED IN THIS STUDY? I voluntarily agree to let the researcher
audiotape me for this study. I agree to allow the use of my recordings as described in this form.

Print Name of Participant
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
___________________________________________________________________
Date _____________________________________
Day/month/year
To be filled out by the researcher or the person taking consent: I confirm that the participant
was given an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and all the questions asked by
the participant have been answered correctly and to the best of my ability. I confirm that
the individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and the consent has been given
freely and voluntarily.
A copy of this Informed Consent Form has been provided to the participant.
Print Name of Researcher/person taking the
consent____________________________________________
Signature of Researcher /person taking the
consent____________________________________________
Date _____________________________
Day/month/year
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Appendix I: Focus Group Conference Call Access Information and Protocol
Information needed for the call-in focus group meeting:
1. Your date call-in:
2. Phone Number and Access Code to use:
a. Call this number:
b. Following the voice activated directions - Use these access numbers to join the
meeting:
i. ID Code:
ii. PW:
3. Your anonymous student name: Student #___
Tips and protocol for the conference call focus group session:
• Keep call number and access code handy
• Call-in 3-5 minutes early
• Use a landline instead of a cell phone, if possible. The connection is usually best with a
landline. But if you don’t have accessibility to a landline, of course, use your cell.
• Announce your attendance by your assigned Student # - not by your real name, when you
connect say: “Hello, this is Student____”
• State your Student # each time before speaking and speak loudly and clearly.
• Do not identify your name or college you are attending during the call – only reference
your Student #
• Mute your phone when not speaking
• Turn off -call waiting so incoming calls will not interfere with the conference call
• Keep background noise to a minimum – no paper shuffling
• Maintain good cell phone reception
• Stay attentive to call and the conversation – avoid multi-tasking distractions (texting, etc.)
If having trouble on the day of the meeting connecting to the conference call, email me,
Robin Duncan, at xxxxxx@xxxxxxxx or text me at xxx-xxxx xx and I will try to assist you.
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Appendix J: Focus Group Call Introduction
Welcome to the Focus Group Conference Call. Thank you for participating in this group
discussion today. This call will take no longer than 1 hour of your time. My name is Robin
Duncan. I am a doctoral student at Antioch University and the researcher for this study on
Students’ Perceived Value of Their Community College Experience. I am the moderator for this
focus group conference call.
You are one of ____ students participating in the call today. You’ve been asked to participate in
this focus group session to discuss some of the findings from the survey that each one of you
participated in over the past few weeks. You were selected because you took the survey, you are
a community college student, and you indicated in the survey that you would like to be a part of
this group.
Each one of you was emailed a consent form and meeting protocol in preparation for this
conference call focus group session. As a reminder, you are to only reference your Student #
when speaking so that your personal identify and your college’s identity are kept anonymous.
Today’s session will be tape recorded for the sole purpose of capturing the content from this
session, will be kept confidential, and will be used for this study only.
Before we begin discussion of the survey findings, I am now going to conduct a roll call by
identifying each of you by your Student #. When you hear your identification, please indicate
YES or NO to having received the consent form and understand the purpose of this focus group
session, and your voluntary participation in this focus group call.
Are there any questions before we begin?
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Appendix K: SurveyMonkey Student Perceived Value Survey Form

176

177

178

179

180

181

182

183

184

185

186

187

188

189

190

191

192
Appendix L: Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval

Antioch University
Online IRB Application Approved: Students' Perceived Value of the
Community College Experience December 31, 2016, 2:21 pm
Email: xxxxxxxxxxxx

12/31/16

Dear Robin Duncan,
As Chair of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 'Antioch University Ph.D., I am letting you know that the
committee has reviewed your Ethics Application. Based on the information presented in your Ethics
Application, your study (Students’ Perceived Value of Their Community College) has been approved.
Your data collection is approved from 12/31/2016 to 12/30/2017. If your data collection should extend beyond
this time period, you are required to submit a Request for Extension Application to the IRB. Any changes in the
protocol(s) for this study must be formally requested by submitting a request for amendment from the IRB
committee. Any adverse event, should one occur during this study, must be reported immediately to the IRB
committee. Please review the IRB forms available for these exceptional circumstances.
Sincerely,
Dr. Lisa Kreeger
Chair, Institutional Review Board
PhD in Leadership and Change, Antioch University
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
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